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LITERARY ESSAYS 



POPE 

1871 



In 1675 Edward Phillips, the elder of Milton's 
nephews, published his Theatrum Poetarum. In 
his Prefa<^ and elsewhere there can be little doubt 
that he reflected the aesthetic principles and liter- 
ary judgments of his now illustrious unde, who had 
died in obscurity the year before.^ The great poet 
who gave to English blank verse the grandeur and 
compass of organ-music, and who in his minor poems 
kept alive the traditions of Meteher and Shake- 
speare, died with no foretaste, and yet we may 
believe as confident as ever, of that '^ immortality 
of fame " which he tells his friend Diodati he was 
'* meditating with the help of Heaven" in his 
youth. He who may have seen Shakespeare, who 
doubtless had seen Meteher, and who perhaps per- 
sonally knew Jonson,^ lived to see that false school 
of writers whom he qualified as ^^ good rhymists, 
but no poets," at once the idols and the victims of 
the taste they had corrupted. As he saw, not with- 

^ Thk was Thomas Wftrton's opimoii. 

* Idton, a London boy, was in his eighdi, serenteenth, and 
twentynunth yeafs, respeetiTely, when Shakespeare (1616), Flet- 
eher (1625), and B. Jonson (1637) died. 
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out toom, how they found mirfeml hearing, while 
he slowfy won his aodienee fit Aon^ few, did he 
erer think ci the hero ci his own epic at the ear ci 
Eve ? It is not impossible ; bat however that may 
be, he sowed in his nef^w's boc^ the dragon's 
teeth of that long war whidi, after the Upse of 
a centory and a half, was to end in the expulsion 
of the Qsnrping dynasty and the restoration of the 
ancient and legitimate race whose claim rested on 
the grace of Grod. In the following passage sorefy 
the voice is Mikon's, Aon^ the hand be that of 
Phillips : ^ Wit, ingenuity, and learning in Terse, 
even el^ancy itself, though that comes nearest, are 
one thing ; true native poetry is another, in which 
there is a certain air and spirit, which, perhaps, 
the most learned and judicious in other arts do not 
perfectly apprehend ; much less is it attainable by 
any art or study." The man who speaks el ele- 
gancy as coming nearest, certainly shared, if he was 
not repeating, the opinions of him who thirty years 
before had said that ^ decorum '' (meaning a hi^er 
or organic unity) was ^^ the grand masterpiece to 
observe " in poetry.^ 

It is upon this text of Phillips (as Chalmers has 
remarked) that Joseph Warton bases his classifi- 
cation of poets in the dedication to Young of the first 
volume of his essay on the Genius and Writings of 
Pope, published in 1756. That was the earliest pub- 
lic and official declaration of war against the reign- 
ing mode, though private hostilities and reprisals had 
been going on for some time. Addison's pan^yric 
1 In hk Tnetete oo Education. 
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of Milton in the Spectator was a oritioigm, not the 
less damaging because indirect, of the superficial 
poetry then in Yogne. His praise of the old bal- 
huls condemned by innuendo the artificial elabora- 
tion of the drawing-room pastoral by contrasting it 
with the simple sincerity of nature. Himself inca* 
paUe of being natural except in prose, he had an in. 
stinct for the genuine virtues of poetry as sure as 
that of Gray. Thomson's '' Winter " (1726) was a 
direct protest against the literature of Gtx>d Society, 
going as it did to prove that the noblest society 
was that of one's own mind heightened by the 
contemplation of outward nature. What Thomson's 
poetical creed was may be surely inferred from his 
having modelled his two principal poems on Milton 
and Spenser, ignoring rhyme altogether in the 
^ Seasons," and in the ^^ Castle of Indolence " reject- 
ing the stiff mould of the couplet. In 1744 came 
Akenside's ** Pleasures of Imagination," whose very 
title, like a guide-post, points away from the level 
highway of commonplace to mountain-paths and 
lera domestic prospects. The poem was stiff and 
unwilling, but in its loins lay the seed of nobler 
births, and without it the *^ Lines written at Tintem 
Abbey " might never have been. Three years later 
CoUins printed his little volume of Odes, advocat- 
ing in tiiieory and exemplifying in practice the nat- 
ural supremacy of the imagination (though he called 
it by its older name of fancy) as a test to distin- 
guish poetry from verse-making. The whole Roman- 
tic School, in its germ, no doubt, but yet unmistaka- 
bly foreshadowed, lies already in the *^ Ode on the 
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4 POPE 

Superstitions of the Highlands." He was the first 
to bring back into poetry something of the antique 
fervor, and found again tiie long-lost secret of being 
dassicaUy elegant without being pedantically cold. 
A skilled lover of music,^ he rose from the general 
sing-song of his generation to a harmony that had 
been silent since Milton, and in him, to use his own 
words, 

*' The force of eneigy is fonnd. 
And the aenee rises on the wings of sovnd." 

But beside his own direct services in the reforma- 
tion of our poetry, we owe him a still greater debt 
as the inspirer of Grray, whose ^ Progress of Poesy," 
in reach, variety, and loftiness of poise, overflies 
all other English lyrics like an eagle. In spite of 
the dulness of contemporary ears, preoccupied with 
the continuous hum of the popular hurdy-gurdy, 
it was the prevailing blast of Ghray's trumpet that 
more than anything else called men back to the 
legitimate standard.^ Another poet, Dyer, whose 

^ Milton, CoUins, and Qnty , onr three great masters of harmony, 
were aU musicians. 

* Wordsworth, who recognized f oreronners in Thomson, G>llins, 
Dyer, and Bnms, and who chimes in with the popular snperstitioo 
about Chatteiton, is always someidiat niggardly in his iqvpreciation 
of Gbay. Yet he owed him not a little. Without Gbay's tune in 
his ears, his own noblest Ode would have missed the yaried mod- 
ulation which is one of its main channs. Where he forgets (haj, 
his verse sinks to something like the measure of a jig. Perhaps the 
8uggesti<m of one of his own finest lines, 

(" The light that neyer was on land or sea,*') 
was due to Gray's 

** Orient hues unborrowed of the sun.'* 
I beUsTe it has not been noticed diat among the Terses in Qray's 
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'' Fleece " was published in 1758, both in the choice 
of his subject and his treatment of it gives farther 
proof of the tendency among the younger genera- 
tion to revert to simpler and purer models. Plainly 
enough, Thomson had been his chief model, though 
there are also traces of a careful study of Milton. 
Pope had died in 1744, at the height of his 
renown, the acknowledged monarch of letters, as 
supreme as Voltaire when the excitement and ex- 
posure of his coronation-ceremonies at Paris has- 
tened his end a generation later. His &me, like 
Voltaire's, was European, and the style which he 
had carried to perfection was paramount through- 
out the cultivated world. The new edition of the 

Btmnet on the Death of West, which Wor ds worth ooodemns as of 
no Tslne, the second — 

** And reddening Fhoebns lifts his golden fires *' ^ 
is one of Gray's happy reminiscences from a poet in some ieq>eete 
greater than either of them : — 

** Jamqne ruhrum tremnlis jnhar ignibua erigere aJUe 
Gnm ooBptat natora.'' 

Lnciet., IT. 404, 405. 

Gray's taste was a sensttive di-nnii^-rod of the sonroes whether of 
pleasing or profoond emotion in poetry. Though he prized pomp, 
he did not nnderralne simplicity of subject or treatment, if only 
tiie witch Imagination had cast her spell there. Wordsworth loved 
solitade in his iq[ypreciations as weU as in his daily life, and was 
the readier to find merit inobscority, becaose it gave him the plea- 
sore of being a first discorerer all by himself. Thos he addresses 
a sonnet to JohnDyer. Bnt Gray was one of ^ the pore and power- 
ful nunds*' who had discovered Dyer during his lifetime, when the 
di sco v ery of poets is more difficult. In 1753 he writes to Wal- 
pole : '* Mr. Dyer has more poetry in his imaginati<m than almost 
any of our number, but rough and injudidous." Dyer has one fine 

*" On the dark level of adversity.*' 
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6 POPE 

^^ Dnnoiad,'' with the Fourth Book added, pub- 
lished the year before his death, though the sub- 
stitution of Cibber for Theobald made the poem 
incoherent, had yet increased his reputation and 
confirmed the sway of the school whose recognized 
head he was, by the poignancy of its satire, the lu- 
cidity of its wit, and the resounding, if somewhat 
uniform, march of its numbers. He had been 
translated into other languages living and dead. 
Voltaire had long before pronounced him *^ the 
best poet of England, and at present of all the 
world." ^ It was the apotheosis of deamess, point, 
and technical skill, of the ease that comes of prac- 
tice, not of the fulness of original power. And 
yet, as we have seen, while he was in the very plen- 
itude of his power, there was already a widespread 
discontent, a feeling that what ^^ comes nearest," 
as Phillips calls it, may yet be infinitely &r from 
giving those prof ounder and incalculable satis&c- 
tions of which the soul is capable in poetry. A 
movement was gathering strength which prompted 

** The age to quit tlieir dogs 
By ihe known roles of ancient liberty." 

Nor was it wholly confined to England. Symptoms 
of a similar reaction began to show themselves on 
the Continent, notably in the translation of Milton 
(1782) and the publication of the Nihdungen Lied 
(1757) by Bodmer, and the imitations of Thomson 
in France. Was it possible, then, that there was 

^ BfS. letter of Voltaire, cited by Warbnrton in his editioo of 
Pope, YoL It. p. 38, note. The date is 15th October, 1720. I do 
not find it in Voltaire's Oorrespondenee. 
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anyihiiig better than good sense, elegant diction, 
and the highest polish of style ? Conld there be 
an intellectaal appetite which antithesis failed to 
satisfy? If the horse would only have faith enough 
in his green spectacles, surely the straw would ac- 
quire, not only the flavor, but the nutritious proper- 
ties of fresh grass. The horse was foolish enough 
to starve, but the public is wiser. It is surprising 
how patiently it will go on, for generation after 
generation, transmuting dry stubble into verdure 
in this fashion. 

The school which Boileau founded was critical 
and not creative. It was limited, not only in its 
essence, but by the capabilities of the French lan- 
guage and by the natural bent of the French mind, 
which finds a predominant satisfaction in phrases 
if elegantly turned, and can make a despotism, po- 
litical or SBsthetic, palatable with the pepper of 
epigram. The style of Louis XIY. did what his 
armies &iled to do. It overran and subjugated 
Europe. It struck the literature of imagination 
with palsy, and it is droll enough to see Voltaire, 
after he had got some knowledge of Shakespeare, 
continually endeavoring to reassure himself about 
the poetry of the grand sikde^ and all the time 
asking himself, ^^ Why, in the name of all the gods 
at once, is this not the real thing ? " He seems to 
have felt that there was a dreadful mistake some- 
where, when poetry must be called upon to prove 
itself inspired, above all when it must demonstrate 
that it is interesting, all appearances to the con- 
trary notwithstanding. Difficulty, according to 
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8 POPE 

Voltaire, is the tenth Muse ; but how if there were 
difficulty in reading as well as writing? It was 
something, at any rate, which an increasing number 
of persons were perverse enough to feel in attempt- 
ing the productions of a pseudo-dassicism, the clas- 
sicism of red heels and periwigs. Even poor old 
Dennis himself had arriyed at a kind of muddled 
notion that artifice was not precisely art, that there 
were depths in human nature which the most per- 
fectly manufactured line of five feet could not 
sound, and passionate elations that could not be 
tuned to the lullaby seesaw of the couplet. The 
satisfactions of a conventional taste were very well 
in theb own way, but were they, after all, the high- 
est of which men were capable who had obscurely 
divined iike Greeks, and who had seen Ebunlet, 
Lear, and Othello upon the stage ? Was not 
poetry, then, something which delivered us from 
the dungeon of actual life, instead of basely recon- 
ciling us with it ? 

A century earlier the school of the cultists had 
established a dominion, ephemeral, as it soon ap- 
peared, but absolute while it lasted. Du Bartas, 
who may, perhaps, as fairly as any, lay claim to its 
paternity,^ had been called divine, and similar hon- 
ors had been paid in turn to Gongora, Lilly, and 
Marini, who were in tike strictest sense contempo- 
raneous. The infection of mere fashion will hardly 

^ Iti taste for Terbal affeotatiou is to be found in the Roman 
de la Roae, and (yet more absnidly f oroed) in Gauthier de Cmnsy ; 
Vnt in Da Bartas the research of effect not seldom subjugates tha 
liioiight as well as the phrase. 
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acoount satisfactorily for a vogue so sudden and so 
widely extended. It may well be suspected that 
there was some latent cause, something at work 
more potent than the fascinating mannerism of 
any single author in the rapid and almost simul- 
taneous diffusion of this purely cutaneous eruption. 
It is not improbable that, in the reviYal of letters, 
men whose native tongues had not yet attained the 
precision and grace only to be acquired by long 
literaiy usage, should have learned from a study of 
die Latin poets to value the form above the sub- 
stance, and to seek in mere words a conjuring prop- 
erty which belongs to them only when they catdi 
life and meaning from profound thought or power- 
ful emotion. Yet this very devotion to expression 
at the expense of everything else, tliough its ex- 
cesses were fetal to the innovators who preached 
and practised it, may not have been without good 
results in refining language and fitting it for the 
higher uses to which it was destined. The cultists 
went down before the implacable good sense of 
French criticism, but the defect of this criticism 
was that it ignored imagination altogether, and 
sent Nature about her business as an impertinent 
baggage whose household loom competed unlaw- 
ful with the machine-made fabrics, so exquisitely 
uniform in pattern, of the royal manufactories. 
There is more than a fanciful analogy between the 
style which Pope brought into vogue and that 
which for a time bewitched all ears in the latter 
half of the sixteenth century. As the master had 
made it an axiom to avoid what was mean or low. 
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8o the disciples endeavored to escape from what was 
common. This they contrived by the ready expe- 
dient of the periphrasis. They called everything 
something else. A boot with them was 

«« The iliimii^ leather that flooMed the Imib''; 

coffee became 

*' The fiagnuDt jmoe of Moeha's beny brown" ; 

and they were as liberal of epithets as a royal 
christening of proper names. Two in every verse, 
one to balance the other, was the smallest allow- 
ance. Here are four successive verses from ^* The 
Vanity of Human Wishes " : — 

*' The encumbered oar soaroe leayes the dreaded ooaat 
Thnmf^pmple billowB and a floating host 
The bold BaTarian in a luekleu honr 
Tries the dread sommits of CcBsarian power.*^ 

This fashion perished also by its own excess, but 
the criticism which laid at the door of the master 
all the &ults of his pupils was unjust. It was de- 
fective, moreover, in overlooking how much of what 
we call natural IB an artificial product, above all in 
forgetting that Pope had one of the prime qualities 
of a great poet in exactly answering the intellect- 
ual needs of the age in which he lived, and in 
reflecting its lineaments. He did in some not in- 
adequate sense hold the mirror up to nature. His 
poetry is not a mountain-tarn, like that of Words- 
worth; it IB not in sympathy with the higher 
moods of the mind ; yet it continues entertaining, 
in spite of all changes of mode. It was a mirror in 
a drawing-room, but it gave back a fiuthfnl image 
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of sooieiy, powdered and longed, to be sure, and 
intent on trifles, yet still as human in its own way 
as the heroes of Homer in theirs. 

For the popularity of Pope, as for that of Marini 
and his sect, circumstances had prepared the way. 
English literature for half a oentory after the Bes- 
toration showed the marks both of a moral reaction 
and of an artistic vassalage to France. From the 
compulsory saintship and cropped hair of the Puri- 
tans men rushed or sneaked, as their temperaments 
dictated, to the opposite cant of sensuality and a 
wilderness of periwig. Charles 11. had brought 
back with him from exile French manners, French 
morals, and above all French taste. Misfortune 
makes a shallow mind sceptical It had made the 
king so; and this, at a time when court patronage 
was the main sinew of authorship, was &tal to the 
higher qualities of literature. That Charles should 
have preferred the stately decorums of the French 
school, and should have mistaken its polished man- 
nerism for style, was natural enough. But there 
was something also in the texture of the average 
British mind which prepared it for this subjuga- 
tion from the other side of the ChanneL No ob- 
server of men can have failed to notice the clumsy 
respect which the understanding pays to el^ance 
<rf manner and Mfoovr-fcAre^ nor what an awkward 
sense of inferiority it feels in the presence of an 
accomplished worldliness. The code of society is 
stronger with most persons than that of Sinai, and 
many a man who would not scruple to thrust his 
fingers in his neighbor's pocket would forego green 
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peas radier than use his knife as a shoyeL The 
submission with which the greater number surren- 
der their natural likings for the acquired taste of 
what for the moment is called the World is a highly 
curious phenomenon, and, however destructive of 
originality, is the main safeguard of society and 
nurse of civility. Any one who has witnessed the 
torments of an honest citizen in a foreign gallery 
before some hideous martyrdom which he feels it 
his duty to admire, though it be hateful to him as 
nightmare, may well doubt whether the gridiron of 
the saint were hotter than that of the sinner. It 
is only a great mind or a strong character that 
knows how to respect its own provincialism and 
can dare to be in fashion with itself. The bewil- 
dered down with his ^^ Am I Griles ? or am I not ? '' 
was but a type of the average man who finds him- 
self uniformed, drilled, and keeping step, whether 
he will or no, with the company into which destiny 
or chance has drafted him, and which is marching 
him inexorably away from everything that made 
him comfortable. 

The insularity of England, while it fostered pride 
and reserve, entailed also that sensitiveness to ridi- 
cule which haunts pride like an evil genius. ^^ The 
English," says Barclay, writing half a century be- 
fore the Bestoration, ^^have for the most part 
grave minds and withdrawn, as it were, into them- 
selves for counsel ; they wonderfully admire them- 
selves and the manners, genius, and spirit of their 
own nation. In salutation or in writing they en- 
dure not (unless haply imbued with foreign man- 
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ners) to descend to those words of imaginary ser- 
vitude which the refinement (UandUies) of ages 
hath invented."^ Yet their fondness of foreign 
fashions had long been the butt of native satirists. 
Every one remembers Portia's merry picture of the 
English lord : ^' How oddly he is suited I I think 
he bought his doublet in Italy, his round hose in 
France, his bonnet in Germany, and his behavior 
everywhere." But while she laughs at his bun^ 
gling efforts to make himself a cosmopolite in ex- 
ternals, she hints at the persistency of his inward 
Anglicism : *^ He hath neither Latin, French, nor 
Italian*" In matters of taste the Anglo-Saxon 
mind seems always to have felt a painful distrust 
of itself, which it betrays eitlier in an affectation 
of burly contempt or in a pretence of admiration 
equaUy insincere. The young lords who were to 
make the future-court of Charles 11. no doubt found 
in Paris an elegance beside which the homely blunt- 
ness of native manners seemed rustic and under- 
bred. They frequented a tlieatre where propriety 
was absolute upon the stage, though license had its 
full swing behind the scenes. They brought home 
with them to England debauched morals and that 
urbane discipline of manners which is so agreeable 
a substitute for discipline of mind. The word 
^genteel " came back with them, an outward symp- 
tom of the inward change. In the last generation, 
the men whose great aim was success in the Other 
World had wrought a political revolution; now, 
those whose ideal was prosperity in This World 
^ BanUtti Satyricon, p. 882. Buol»y had lired in Franoe. 
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were to have their torn and to accomplish with 
their lighter weapons as great a change. Before 
the end of the seirenteeuth century John Bull was 
pretty well persuaded, in a bewildered kind of way, 
that he had been vulgar, and especially that his 
efforts in literature showed marks of native vigor, 
indeed, but of a vigor clownish and uncouth* He 
began to be ashamed of the provincialism which 
had given strength, if also something of limitation, 
to his character. 

Waller, who spent a whole summer in polishing 
the life out of ten lines to be written in the Tasso 
of the Duchess of York, expresses the prevailing 
belief as regarded poetry in the prologue to his 
"improvement" of the **Mwd*8 Tragedy" of 
Beaumont and Fletcher. He made the play rea^ 
sonaMe^ as it was called, and there is a pleasant 
satire in the fact that it was refused a license be- 
cause there was an immoral king in it. On the 
throne, to be sure, — but on the stage ! Forbid it, 



'* Above OUT neigbbora' oar oonoeptions are, 
But fttolUefls ^writang k the effect of caie ; 
Oar linee lef ormed, and not oompoeed in haste, 
Polished like marble, would like marble last 



'* Were we bnt less indulgent to oar faa'ts, 
And patience had to coltiyate oar thooghts. 
Coir Mose would flooiish, and a nobler rage 
Would honor this than did the Grecian stage." 

It is a curious comment on these verses in &vor 
of careful writing, that Waller should have failed 
even to express his own meaning either clearly or 
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with propriety. He talks of ^ enltiTating our 
thoughts,'' when he means ^* pruning our style"; 
he confounds the Muse with the laurel, or at any 
rate makes her a plant, and then goes on with per- 
fect equanimity to tell us that a nobler *^rage" 
(that is, madness) than that of Ghreece would fol- 
low the horticultural devices he recommends. It 
never seems to have occurred to Waller that it is 
the substance of what you polish, and not the polish 
itself, that insures duration. Dryden, in his rough- 
and-ready way, has hinted at tbis in his verses to 
Congreve on the " Double Dealer." He begins by 
stating the received theory about the improvement 
of English literature under the new regime, but 
the thin ice of sophistry over which Waller had 
glided smoothly gives way under his greater weight, 
and he finds himself in deep water ere he is aware. 

** Well, then, the promiaed hour has oome at last, 
The present age in wit obsomes tiie past ; 
Strong were out sires, and as they f ooght they writ, 
Conqnering with foroe of ann^ and dint of wit. 
mieizB was the giant race before the Hood ; 
And ihns when Gharies retomed oar Empire stood ; 
Like Janos he the stnbbom soil nuumred. 
With roles of husbandry the rankness cnred, 
Tamed ns to manners when the stage was mde, 
And boisteroiis English wit with art endned ; 
Our age was cnltiyated thns at length. 
But what we gained in skill we lost in strength ; 
Onr bnilders were widi wantof genins onrst, 
The second temple was not like the first" 

There would seem to be a manifest reminiscence of 

^ UsoaUy printed armsy bnt Dryden certainly wrote arm, to 
eonespond with dint, which he need in its old meaning of a down- 
right blow. 
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Waller's Terse in the half-soomful emphasis which 
Dryden lays on ** onltiyatecL'' Perhaps he was at 
first led to g^ve greater weight to correctness and 
to the restraint of arbitrary roles from a conscious- 
ness that he had a tendency to hyperbole and ex- 
trayagance. But he afterwards became convinced 
that the heightening of discourse by passion was a 
▼ery different thing from the exaggeration which 
heaps phrase on phrase, and that genius, like 
beauty, can always plead its privilege. Dryden, by 
his powerful example, by the charm of his verse 
which combines vigor and fluency in a measure 
perhaps never reached by any otiier of our poets, 
and above all because it is never long before the 
sunshine of his cheerful good sense breaks through 
the clouds of rhetoric, and gilds the clipped hedges 
over which his thought clambers like an unpruned 
vine, — Dryden, one of the most truly English of 
English authors, did more than all others com- 
bined to bring about the triumphs of French stand- 
ards in taste and French principles in criticism. 
But he was always like a deserter who cannot feel 
happy in the victories of the alien arms, and who 
would go back if he could to the camp where he 
naturally belonged. Between 1660 and 1700 more 
French words, I believe, were directly transplanted 
into our language than in the century and a half 
since. What was of more consequence, French 
ideas came with them, shaping the form, and 
through that modifying the spirit, of our literature. 
Voltaire, though he came later, was steeped in the 
tibeories of art which had been inherited as tradi- 
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tions of dasflioism from the preceding generation. 
He had lived in England, and, I have no doubt, 
gives U8 a very good notion of the tone which was 
prevalent there in his time, an English version of 
the criticism imported from France. He tells us 
that Mr. Addison was the first Englishman who 
had written a reaaoThoble tragedy. And in spite 
of the growling of i>oor old Dennis, whose sandy 
pedantry was not without an oasis of refreshing 
sound judgment here and there, this was the opin- 
ion of most persons at that day, except, it may be 
suspected, the judicious and modest Mr. Addison 
himself. Voltaire says of the English tragedians, 
«-and it will be noticed that he is only putting, 
in another way, the opinion of Dryden, — ^^ Their 
productions, almost all barbarous, without polish, 
order, or probabiliiy, have astonishing gleams in 
the midst of their night ; ... it seems sometimes 
that nature is not made in England as it is else- 
where." Eh hienj the inference is that we must 
try and make it so I The world must be uniform 
in order to be comfortable, and what fashion so 
becoming as the one we have invented in Paris ? 
It is not a little amusing that when Voltaire played 
master of ceremonies to introduce the bizarre 
Shakespeare among his countrymen, that other 
kind of nature made a prof ounder impression on 
them than quite pleased him. So he turned about 
presently and called his whilome protigi a buffoon. 
The condition of the English mind at the close 
of the seventeenth century was such as to make 
it particularly sensitive to the magnetism which 
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streamed to it from Paris. The loyally of every- 
body both in politics and religion had been put out 
of joint. A generation of materialists, by the nat- 
ural rebound which inevitably follows over-tension, 
was to balance the ultriHspiritualism of the Puri- 
tans. As always when a political revolution has 
been wrought by moral agencies, the plunder had 
fallen mainly to the share of the greedy, selfish, 
and unscrupulous, whose disgusting cant had given 
a taint of hypocrisy to pieiy itself. Beligion, from 
a burning conviction of the soul, had grown to be 
with both parties a political badge, as little typical 
of the inward man as the scallop of a pilgrim. 
Sincerity is impossible, unless it pervade the whole 
being, and the pretence of it saps the very foun- 
dation of character. There seems to have been 
an universal scepticism, and in its worst form, that 
is, with an outward conformity in the interest of 
decorum and order. There was an unbelief that 
did not believe even in itself. 

The difference between the leading minds of the 
former age and that which was supplanting it went 
to the very roots of the souL Milton was willing 
to peril the success of his crowning work by mak- 
ing the poetry of it a stalking-horse for his theolog- 
ical convictions. What was that Fame 

<' Whioh tile dear fpirit doth raise 
To sooni delightB and lire laborioiu daya," 

to the crown of a good preacher who sets 

" The hearts of men on fire 
To aooni the sordid world and unto heaTon asjnre " f 

Dean Swift, who aspired to the mitre, could write 
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a book whose moral, if it had any, was that one 
religion was as good as another, since all were po- 
litical devices, and accepted a cure of sonls when 
it was more than doubtful whether he belieyed that 
his fellow-creatures had any souls to be saved, or, 
if they had, whether they were worth saving. The 
answer which Pulci's Margutte makes to Morgante, 
when asked if he believed in Christ or Mahomet, 
would have expressed well enough the creed of the 
majority of that generation : — 

''To ten ihM truly, 
My faith in bUok 's no giester than in aEore, 
But I belioTe in eapona, roast-meat, boniDi, 
And in good wine my faith 'a beyond all measure." ^ 

It was a carnival of intellect without faith, when 
men could be Protestant or Catholic, both at once, 
or by turns, or neither, as suited their interest, 
when they could swear one allegiance and keep on 
safe terms with the other, when prime ministers 
and commanders-in-chief could be intelligencers of 
the Pretender, nay, when even Algernon Sidney 
himself could be a pensioner of France. What 
morality there was, was the morality of appear- 
ances, of the side that is turned toward men and 
not toward Gk>d. The very shamelessness of Con- 
greve is refreshing in that age of sham. 

It was impossible that anything truly great, that 
is, great on the moral and emotional as well as 
the intellectual side, should be produced by such 
a generation. But something intellectually great 
could be and was. The French mind, always 

^ MorganUj xriii 116. 
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stronger in perceptive and analytic tiian in imagi- 
native qualities, loving precision, grace, and finesse, 
prone to attribute an almost magical power to the 
scientific regulation whether of politics or reli- 
gion, had brought wit and fancy and the el^ant 
arts of society to as great perfection as was pos- 
sible by the a priori method. Its ideal in litera- 
ture was to conjure passion within the magic circle 
of courtliness, or to combine the appearance of 
careless ease and gayety of thought with intellect- 
ual exactness of statement. The eternal watchful- 
ness of a wit that never slept had made it distrust- 
ful of the natural emotions and the unconventional 
expression of them, and its first question about a 
sentiment was. Will it be sc^e f about a phrase, 
Will it pass with the Academy? The effect of its 
example on English literature would appear chiefly 
in neatness and facility of turn, in point and epi- 
grammatic compactness of phrase, and these in con^ 
veying conventional sentiments and emotions, in 
appealing to good society rather than to human 
nature. Its influence would be greatest where its 
success had been most marked, in what was called 
moral poetry, whose chosen province was manners, 
and in which satire, with its avenging scourge, took 
the place of that prof ounder art whose office it was 
to purify, not the manners, but the source of them 
in the soul, by pity and terror. The mistake of 
the whole school of French criticism, it seems to 
me, lay in its tendency to confound what was com- 
mon with what was vulgar, in a too exclusive def- 
erence to authority at the expense of all free 
movement of the mind. 
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There are certain defects of taste which correct 
fliemselyes by their own eztravagance. Language, 
I suspect, is more apt to be reformed by the charm 
of some master of it, like Milton, than by any 
amount of precept. The influence of second-rate 
writers for evil is at best ephemeral, for true style, 
the joint result of culture and natural aptitude, is 
always in fashion, as fine manners always are, in 
whatever clothes. Perhaps some reform was needed 
when Quarles, who had no mean gift of poesy, 
could write, 

" My pasBum has no April in her eyes : 
I cannot spend in mistB ; I cannot mizzle ; 
My floent brains are too serere to drizde 
Slifi^ drops." 1 

Good taste is an excellent thing when it confines 
itself to its own rightful province of the proprie- 
ties, but when it attempts to correct those profound 
instincts out of whose judgments the higher princi- 
ples of sBsthetics have been formulated, its success 
is a disaster. During the era when the French 
theory of poetry was supreme, we notice a decline 
from imagination to &ncy, from passion to wit, 
from metaphor, which fuses image and thought in 
one, to simile, which sets one beside the other, from 
the supreme code of the natural qrmpathies to the 

^ JElegie an Doctor WiUon. BntifQnarles bad been led astray 
by the Tices of Donne's manner, be bad good company in Herbert 
and Yangban. In common 'wHb them, too, he bad that Inek of 
simpleness vrtaeh is even more deligbtfnl than wit In the f 
poem be says, — 

*' Qo, glorious soul, and lay thy temples down 
In Abram's bosom, in the $aered down 
Of toft etemitjf.'^ 
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parochial by-laws of etiquette. The imagination 
instinctiyely Platonixes, and it is the essence of 
poetry that it should be onoonyentional, that the 
sonl of it shonld subordinate the outward parts; 
while the artificial method proceeds from a princi- 
ple the reverse of this, making the spirit lackey the 
form. 

Waller preaches up this new doctrine in the 
epilogue to the " Maid's Tragedy ** : — 

*' Nor k 't leu ■ttan^ raoh mighty wHb as thoM 
Should use * style in tragedy like prose ; 
WeU-sonndiiig Terse, where prinoes tread the stage, 
Should speak their Tirtoe and descrihe their rage." 

That it should be beneath the dignity of princes 
to speak in anything but rhyme can only be paral- 
leled by Mr. Puff's law that a heroine can go deco- 
rously mad only in white satin. Waller, I sup- 
pose, though with so loose a thinker one cannot be 
positive, uses ^^ describe " in its Latin sense of lim- 
itation. Fancy Othello or Lear confined to this 
go-carti Phillips touches the true point when he 
says, ^^ And the truth is, the use of measure alone, 
without any rime at all, would give more scope and 
liberty both to style and &ncy than can possibly 
be observed in rime." ^ But let us test Waller's 
method by an example or two. His monarch made 
reasonable, thus discourses : — 

" Courage our greatest failings does supply, 
And makes all good, or handsomely we die. 
life is a thing of common nae ; hy heaTon 
As weU to inseots as to monarohs given ; 
But for the crown, 't is a more sacred thing; 

1 P^faoe to the T^eatnmu 
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1 11 dyinir l«»e it, or I H lire ft king. 

Come, Dipliilas, we mmt together -walk 

And of ft matter of importanoe talk." [JScetMl. 

Blank yerse, where the sentiment is trivial as here, 
merelj removes prose to a proper ideal distance, 
where it is in keeping with more impassioned parts, 
but commonplace set to this rocking-horse jog 
irritates the nerves. There is nothing here to re- 
mind us of the older tragic style but ihe exeunt at 
the dose. Its pithy conciseness and the relief 
which it brings us from his majesty's prosing give 
it an ahnost poetical savor. Aspatia's reflections 
upon suicide (or ^ suppressing our breath," as she 
calls it), in the same play, will make few readers 
r^;ret that Shakespeare was left to his own unas- 
sisted barbarism when he wrote Hamlet's soliloquy 
on the same topic : — 



** T was in compaaeion of our woe 
That natue first made poisons grow, 
For hopeless wretches sneh as I 
Kindly providing means to die : 
As mothers do their ohildren keep, 
So Nature feeds and makes ns sleep. 
The indisposed she does invite 
To go to bed before 'tis night" 

Correctness in this case is but a synonyme of mo- 
notony, and words are chosen for the number of 
their syllables, for their rubbishy value to fill-in, 
instead of being forced upon the poet by the mean- 
ing which occupies the mind. Language becomes 
useful for its diluting properties, rather than as 
the medium by means of which the thought or 
fancy precipitate themselyes in crystals upon a 
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oonnectmg thread of purpose* Let us read a few 
verses from Beaumont and Fletcher, that we maj 
feel fully the difference between the rude and the 
reformed styles. This also shall be a speech of As- 
patia's* Antiphila, one of her maidens, is working 
the story of Theseus and Ariadne in tapestry, for 
the older masters loved a picturesque background 
and knew the value of fanciful accessaries. Aspa- 
tia thinks the face of Ariadne not sad enough : — 

" Do it by me, 
Do it again by me, the lost Aspatia, 
And yon ahaU find aU true bnt the wild island. 
Snppoae I stand upon tiie seabeaoh now, 
Mine arms thns, and my hair blown with Ihe wind, 
Wild as that desert ; and let aU about me 
Be teaoheis of my story. Do my £aoe 
(If everthon hadst feeling of a sorrow) 
Thus, thus, Antiphila ; strire to make me look 
Like sorrow's monoment ; and Ihe trees about me 
Let them be dry and leafless; let Ihe rocks 
Groan with oontJnnal suges ; and behind me 
Make aU a desolation/' 

What instinctive felicity of versification I what sob- 
bing breaks and passionate repetitions are here I 

We see what the direction of the new tendency 
was, but it would be an inadequate or a dishonest 
criticism that should hold Pope responsible for the 
narrow compass of the instrument which was his 
I^acy from his immediate predecessors, any more 
than for the wearisome thrumming-over of his tune 
by those who came after him and who had caught 
his technical skiU without his genius. The question 
properly stated is. How much was it possible to 
make of the material supplied by the age in which 
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lie lived ? and how much did he make of it? Thus 
fxtj among the great English poets who preceded 
him, we have seen aotnal life represented b j Chau- 
oer, imaginative life bj Spenser, ideal life bj 
Shakespeare, the interior life by Milton. But as 
everything aspires to a rhythmieal utterance of it- 
self, so conventional life, itself a new phenomenon, 
was waiting for its poet It found or made a most 
fitting one in Pope. He stands for exactness of 
intellectual expression, for perfect propriety of 
phrase (I speak of him at his best), and is a strik- 
ing instance how much success and permanence of 
reputation depend on conscientious finish as well as 
on native endowment. Butler asks, — 

*' Then why shoold those who pick and ehooee 
The heat of all the hert oompoM, 
And join it hy Mosaic art, 
In gracefnl order, part to part. 
To make Ihe whole in beanty suit. 
Not merit as complete repate 
As those idio, with less art and pain, 
Can do it with their native brain ? " 

Bnder knew very well that precisely what stamps 
a man as an artist is this power of finding out what 
M ""the best of all the best" 

I confess that I come to the treatment of Pope 
with diffidence. I was brought up in the old super- 
stition that he was the greatest poet that ever 
lived ; and when I came to find that I had instincts 
of my own, and my mind was brought in contact 
with the apostles of a more esoteric doctrine of 
poetry, I felt that ardent desire for smashing the 
idols I had been brought up to worship, without 
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any T^;ard to their artdstio beaaiy, which character- 
izes youthful zeaL What was it to me that Pope 
was called a master of style ? I felt, as Addiaou 
says in his Freeholder when answering an argu- 
ment in isLYOT of the Pretender because he could 
speak English and George L could not, ^^ that I did 
not wish to be tyrannized over in the best Eng- 
lish that ever was spoken." The young demand 
thoughts that find an echo in their real and not 
their acquired nature, and care veiy little about the 
dress they are put in. It is later that we learn to 
like the conyentional, as we do olives. There was 
a time when I could not read Pope, but disliked 
him on principle, as old Boger Ascham seems to 
have felt about Italy when he says, ^^ I was once in 
Italy myself, but I thank Grod my abode there was 
only nine days." 

But Pope fills a very important place in the his- 
tory of English poetry, and must be studied by 
every one who would come to a dear knowledge of 
it. I have since read over every line that Pope 
ever wrote, and every letter written by or to him, 
and that more than once. If I have not come to 
the conclusion that he is the greatest of poets, I be- 
lieve that I am at least in a condition to allow him 
every merit that is fairly his. I have said that 
Pope as a literary man represents precision and 
grace of expression; but as a poet he represents 
something more, — nothing less, namely, than one 
of those eternal controversies of taste which will 
last as long as the imagination and understanding 
divide men between them. It is not a matter to be 
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setdecl by an j amount of argument or demonstra- 
tion. There are bom Popists or Wordsworthians, 
LockistB or Kantists, and tbere is nothing more to 
be said of the matter. 

Wordsworth was not in a condition to do Pope 
justice. A man brought up in sublime mountain 
solitudes, and whose nature was a solitude more 
vast than they, walking an earth which quivered 
with the throe of the fVench Sevolution, the child 
of an era of profound mental and moral movement, 
it could not be expected that he should be in qrm- 
pathj with the poet of artificial life. Moreover, he 
was the apostle of imagination, and came at a time 
when the school which Pope founded had degener- 
ated into a mob of mannerists who wrote with ease, 
and who with their congenial critics united at once 
to decry poetry which brought in the dangerous 
innovation of having a soul in it. 

But however it may be with poets, it is very cer- 
tain that a reader is happiest whose mind is broad 
enough to enjoy the natural school for its nature, 
and the artificial for its artificialiiy , provided they 
be only good of their kind. At any rate, we must 
allow that the man who can produce one perfect 
work is dther a great genius or a very lucky one ; 
and so fiir as we who read are concerned, it is of 
secondary importance which. And Pope has done 
this in llie ^ Bape of the Lock." For wit, fancy, 
invention, and keeping, it has never been surpassed. 
I do not say there is in it poetry of the highest 
mrder, or that Pope is a poet whom any one would 
choose as the companion of his best hours. There 
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is no inspiration in it, no tmmpelxsall, but for pore 
entertainment it is unmatched. There are two 
kinds of genius. The first and highest ma j be said 
to speak out of the eternal to the present, and must 
compel its age to understand U; the second under- 
stands its age, and tells it what it wishes to be tokL 
Let us find strength and inspiration in Hie one, 
amusement and instruction in the other, and be 
honestly thankful for both. 

The yery earliest of Pope's productions give indi- 
cations of that sense and discretion, as wdl as wit, 
which afterward so eminentl j distinguished him. 
The &ciliiy of expression is remarkable, and we 
find also that perfect balance of metre, which he 
afterward carried so fiir as to be wearisome. His 
pastorals were written in his sixteenth year, and 
their publication immediately brought him into no- 
tice. The following four yerses from his first pas* 
toral are quite characteristic in their antithetic 
balance: — 

" Ton tiiAt, too wue for pride, too good for power, 
Bnjoy tbe glory to be gremt no more, 
And oanying 'With yoa all tiie world ean boMt, 
To all die worid iUiurtrioiiily are lostl " 

The sentiment is affected, and reminds one of that 
future period of Pope's Correspondence with his 
Friends, when Swift, his heart corroding with dis- 
appointed ambition at Dublin, Bolingbroke raising 
delusiye turnips at his &rm, and Pope pretend- 
ing not to feel the lampoons which imbittered his 
life, played together the solemn &rce of affecting 
indifference to the world by which it would haye 
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agonised diem to be forgotten, and wrote letters 
addressed to each other, but reall j intended for that 
posterity whose opinion thej assumed to despise. 

In these pastorals there is an entire want of na- 
ture. For example, in that on the death of Mrs. 
Tempest: — 

^Her fate is whispered by die gentle lireen 
And told in siglis to all tiie trembling trees; 
The trembling trees, in every plain and wood, 
Her fate lemnrmiir to tiie silyer flood ; 
The silyer flood, so lately calm, appears 
Swelled with new passion, and overflows with tears ; 
The winds and trees and floods her death deplore, 
Daphne, our grief I omr glory now no more I '' 

All this is as perfectly professional as the mourn- 
ing of an undertaker. Still worse, Pope material- 
izes and makes too palpablj objective that sympa- 
thy which onr grief forces upon outward nature. 
Milton, before making the echoes mourn for Lyci- 
das, puts our feelings in tune, as it were, and hints 
at his own imagination as the source of this emo- 
tion in inanimate things, — 

*'Bnt, O the heary ohange now thoa art gone I " 

In ^^Windsor Forest" we find the same thing 

again : — 

"Here his first lays majestio Denham snng. 
There the last nombers flowed from Cowley's tongue ; 
O early lost, what tears the river shed 
When the sad pomp along his banks was led I 
His drooping swans on eyery note expire, 
And on his willows hmig each muse's lyre t " 

In the same poem he indulges the absurd conceit 
that, 

** Beasts urged by ns, their fellow-beasts piurae, 
And learn of man eaoh other to mido " ; 
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and in tlie raooeedmg Tenes gms some striking 
instanoeB of that artificial dietion, so inappropriate 
to poems descriptiye of natural objeets and <ndi- 
naiy Hf e, wUdi broogbt Terse-making to such a 
depth of absurdity in the course of the c en t ur y, 

" With daaglift«ri^ gn^ Ife uw«uied fowleriom 
Whwe froite ksTS i^iteMd an Ike Mkad gfofw ; 
Whflce dam in floeks Ike \mAtm tnee o^enhade, 
Aad loaely iroodeoeks luHat the wstarj ^ade ; 
He lifts ibe tobe and levels with hie eye, 
Straight a diort Aaadar bteaks ibe feoaaB iky : 
Oft as in airj li^ga ^ey akim the heath. 
The damogpoa lapwiiy feel the leaden deatii ; 
Oft ae the moafti^ hoha thdr Botea prapafe, 
lliej fan and lea?e thdr Ktde lirea in air." 

Now one would imagine that the tube of the fowler 
was a telescope instead of a g^un. And Ihink of 
the la^s preparing ih^ notes like a countiy 
choir I Yet eyen here there are admirable lines, — 

" Oft aa in airj n^B they akim the heath," 
*' They fall and leaTe their Utde Hrea ia air," 

for example. 

In Pope's next poem, the ^ Essay on Criticism,'' 
the wit and poet become apparent It is full of 
clear thou^its, compactly expressed. In this poon, 
written when Pope was only twenty-<me, occur 
some of those lines which have become proverbial ; 
such as 

*' A Uttle learmng is a daagaioM thiag " ; 

"• For fools rush in where aagals fear to tread" ; 

**Troe wit is Natare to adraatage d r essed. 
What oft was thooght, hat ne'er so weQ 

** For eaoh in anther k as had a friead." 
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In all of these we notice that terseness in which 
(regard being had to his especial range of thought) 
Pope has never been eqnalled. One cannot help 
being struck also with the singular discretion which 
the poem gives evidence of. I do not know where 
to look for another author in whom it appeared so 
early, and, considering the vivacity of his mind 
and the constantly besetting temptation of his wit, 
it is still more wonderfoL In his boyish corre- 
spondence with i>oor old Wycherley, one would 
suppose him to be the man and Wycherley the 
youth. Pope's understanding was no less vigorous 
(when not the dupe of his nerves) than his fancy 
was lightsome and sprightly. 

I come now to what in itself would be enough to 
have immortalized him as a poet, the ^^ Bape of the 
Lock," in which, indeed, he appears more purely 
as poet than in any other of his productions. Else- 
where he has shown more force, more wit, more 
reach of thought, but nowhere such a truly artistic 
combination of elegance and &ncy. His genius 
has here found its true direction, and the very 
same artificiality, which in his pastorals was un- 
pleasing, heightens the effect, and adds to the gen- 
eral keeping. As truly as Shakespeare is the poet 
of man, as Qoi made him^ dealing with great pas- 
sions and innate motives, so truly is Pope the poet 
of society, the delineator of manners, the ezposer 
of those motives which may be called ctcquired^ 
whose spring is in institutions and habits of purely 
worldly origin. 

The ^^ Bape of the Lock" was written in Pope's 
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twenty •faurtfi year, and the machineTy of the 
Sylphs was added at the suggestion of Dr. Grarth, 
— a eironmstanoe for which we ean feel a more 
nnmized gratitude to him than for writing the 
*^ Dispensary." The idea was taken from that 
entertaining book ^^The Connt de Oabalis,'* in 
which Fonqn^ afterward found the hint for his 
^Undine"; but the little sprites as they appear 
in tiie poem are purely tiie creation of Pope's 
fimcy. 

The theory of the poem is excellent The heroic 
is out of tiie question in fine society. It is per> 
f ectiy true that almost every door we pass in the 
street closes upon its private tragedy, but the mo- 
ment a great passion enters a man he passes at 
once out of tiie artificial into tiie human. So long 
as he continues artificial, the sublime is a conscious 
absurdity to him. The mock-heroic then is the 
only way in which tiie petty actions and sufferings 
of tiie fine world can be epically treated, and the 
contrast continually suggested witii subjects of 
larger scope and more d^^nified treatment, makes 
no small part of tiie pleasure and sharpens the 
point of the wit. The invocation is admirable: — 

'^Sfty, wliat strange motlTe, Goddeas, oonld compel, 
A weUOned lord to mhoH s gentle belle f 
O say wliat atnnger oanae, yet miezploted, 
Could make a gende belle reject a lord ? ' ' 

The keynote of the poem is here struck, and we 
are able to put ourselves in tune with it. It is not 
a parody of the heroic slyle, but only a setting it 
in satirical juxtaposition with cares and events and 
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modes of tbonght with which it is in oomical antip- 
athy, and idiile it is not degraded, they are shown 
in their triviality. The ^clouded oane," as com- 
pared with the Homeric spear, indicates the differ- 
ence of scale, Uie lower plane of emotions and pas- 
sbns. The opening of the action, too, is equally 
good: — 

"Sol thiongh white onrtaini shot a timofoiis rmy, 
And oped thoae eyee that most eclipse die day, 
Now lapdogs i^Te themselTes the rousiii^ shake, 
And sleeplefli loYers just at twelTe awake ; 
Thrice nmg the bell, the slipper knocked the gioond. 
And the p s e as e d watch returned a silTer sound.** 

The mythology of Uie Sylphs is full of the most 
&ncifal wit; indeed, wit infnsed with fimcy is 
Pope's peculiar merit. The Sylph is addressing 
Belinda: — 

" Know, then, nnmunbered spirits round thee fly, 
The li^t mititia of the lower sky ; 
These, thoa^^ nnseen, are erer on die wiqg, 
Haqg o'er die box and hover round the ring. 
As now yoor own oar beings were of old, 
And onee enclosed in woman's beaoteoos moold ; 
Ihink not, when woman's transient breadi is fled. 
Thai an her vanities at ooce are dead ; 
Sooceeding Tsntties she still regards. 
And, though she plays no more, o'erlooks the cards. 
For when die fair in all their pride expire, 
To their first elements their sools retire ; 
The sprites of flery termagants in flame 
Moont up and take a salamander's name ; 
Soft yielding nymphs to water glide away 
And sip, widi nymphs, theb elemental tea ; 
The graver pmde sinks downward to a gnome, 
In search of mischief still on earth to roam ; 
The light coquettes in sylphs aloft repair 
And sport and flutter in the fields of air." 
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And Uie oontrivanoe by which Belinda is awakened 
is also perfectly in keeping with all the rest of the 
machinery : — 

^ He said : whan Shock, who thought the ilept too lo4g» 
Leaped np and waked his nustreis with his toi^iie ; 
'T was then, Belinda, if report say trae, 
Thy eyes fiist opened on a biUet^oux." 

Thronghont this poem the satiric wit of Pope peeps 
out in Uie pleasantest little smiling ways, as where, 
in describing the toilet-table, he says : — 

** Here files of luns extend their shining rows, 
Pofb, powders, patches, Bihles, bHUt-doux.^* 

Or when, after tiie fatal lock has been severed, — 

" Then flashed tiie living lightning from her eyes. 
And screams of horror rend die affrighted skies. 
Not loader shrieks to pitying Heayen are cast 
When hnshands or when lapdogs hreathe their last ; 
Or when rich china-Tessels, fallen from high. 
In glittering dnst and painted fragments lie I " 

And so, when the conflict begins : — 

" Now Jove suspends his golden scales in air ; 
Weighs die men's wits against die ladies* hair ; 
The donhtfol heam long nods from side to side ; 
At length die wits mount np, the hairs snhside." 

Bnt more than the wit and fimcy, I think, the per- 
fect keeping of the poem deserves admiration. Ex- 
cept a touch of grossness, here and there, there is 
the most pleasing harmony in all the conceptions 
and images. The punishments which he assigns to 
the sylphs who neglect their duty are charmingly 
appropriate and ingenious : — 

" Whateyer spirit, careless of his charge, 
BSs post neglects, or leaTes die fair at laige, 
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SmU feel ihaip TongMuioe soon o'ertake his rim; 
Be stopped in -vials or tnnsfized with pins, 
Or phmged in lakes of hitter washes lie, 
Or wedged whole ages in a hodkin's eye ; 
Chnos and pomatums shall his flight t wIj^ iiij 
While dogged he heats his silTer wings in Tain; 
Or alum stypties with eootraoting power, 
Shrink his thin essenoe like a rirelled flower ; 
Or as Izion fixed die wretch shall feel 
The giddy motion of the whiriing wheel. 
In fames of homing chooolate shall glow, 
And tremhle at the sea that fioths helow I ^ 

The speech of Thalestris, too, with its dioU di- 
max, is equally good: — 

^ Methinlni already I yonr tears surrey, 
Already hear the horrid things diey saj, 
Already see yon a degraded toast. 
And all your honor in a whisper lost I 
How shall I then your helpless fame defend ? 
'T will then he infamy to seem your Mend I 
And shall this prize, the inestlmahle priae. 
Exposed ihrons^ crystal to die gaziqg eyes, 
And heightened hy the diamond's drding rays, 
On that rapadoos hand f orerer hlaze ? 
Sooner shall grass in Hydepark Cirons grow. 
And wits take lodging in the sonnd of Bow, 
Sooner let earth, air, sea, in chaos fall. 
Men, monkeys, lapdogs, parrots, perish all I *^ 

So also Belinda's aoeonnt of Uie morning omens : 

" Twas tins die morning omens seemed to teU ; 
naiee from my tremhHng hand die patdh-hox feU; 
Hie tottering ehina shook withont a wind ; 
Nay, Poll sat mute, and Shock was most nnkind." 

The idea of the goddess of Spleen, and of her 
palace, where 

'* The dreaded East is all the wind that Mows," 

was a yery happy one. In short, the whole poem 
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more truly deserves the name of a creation than 
anything Pope ever wrote. The action is confined 
to a world of his own, Uie supernatural agency is 
wholly of his own contrivance, and nothing is al- 
lowed to overstep the limitations of the subject 
It ranks by itself as one of the purest works of hu- 
man fancy ; whether that fancy be strictly poetical 
or not is another matter. If we compare it with 
Uie ^^ Midsummer-night's Dream," an uncomforta- 
ble doubt is suggested. The perfection of form in 
Uie ^^ Eape of the Lock " is to me conclusive evi- 
dence that in it the natural genius of Pope found 
fuUer and freer expression than in any other of his 
poems. The others are aggregates of brilliant pas- 
sages rather than harmonious wholes. 

It is a droU illustration of the inconsistencies of 
human nature, a more profound satire than Pope 
himself ever wrote, that his fame should chiefly 
rest upon the ^^ Essay on Man." It has been 
praised and admired by men of the most opposite 
beliefs, and men of no belief at all. Bishops and 
free-thinkers have met here on a common ground 
of sympathetic approval And, indeed, there is 
no particular faith in it. It is a droU medley of 
inconsistent opinions. It proves only two things 
beyond a question, — that Pope was not a great 
thinker ; and that wherever he found a thought, 
no matter what, he could express it so tersely, so 
clearly, and with such smoothness of versification 
as to give it an everlasting currency. Hobbes's un- 
wieldy Leviathan, left stranded there on the shore 
of the last age, and nauseous with the stench of its 
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selflslmess, — from this Pope distilled a fragrant 
oil with which to fill the brilliant lamps of his phi- 
losophy, — lamps like those in the tombs of alche- 
mists, that go out Uie moment Uie healthy air is let 
in upon Uiem. The only positire doctrines in the 
poem are Uie selfishness of Hobbes set to music, 
and the PanUieism of Spinoza brought down from 
mysticism to commonplace. Nothing can be more 
absurd than many of the dogmas taught in this 
^ Essay on Man." For example, Pope affirms ex- 
plicitly that instinct is something better than rea- 
son: — 

*' See bim from Katoie risixig slow to art, 
To copy instuMst then was reason's part ; 
Thus, then, to man the Toioe of nature spake ; -» 
Go, from the ereatores thy instructions take ; 
Learn from the beasts what food the thickets yield ; 
Learn from the birds the physio of the field; 
The arts of building from the bee reoeiye ; 
Learn of the mole to plough, the worm to weaTO ; 
Learn of the little nautilus to sail. 
Spread the thin oar, or oatoh the driying gale." 

I say nothing of the quiet way in which the gen- 
eral term ** nature " is substituted for God, but 
how unutterably void of reasonableness is the the- 
ory that Nature would hare left her highest prod- 
uct, man, destitute of that instinct with which she 
had endowed her other creatures I As if reason 
were not the most sublimated form of instinct. 
The accuracy on which Pope prided himself, and 
for which he is commended, was not accuracy of 
thought so much as of expression. And he can- 
not always even claim this merit, but only that of 
correct rhyme, as in one of the passages I have 
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already quoted from the ^^ Eape of the Look" he 
talks of castmg shrieks to heaven, — a perf onnance 
of some difKcoltjr, except when ccM is needed to 
rhyme with last. 

But Uie supposition is that in the ^^ Essay on 
Man " Pope did not himself know what he was 
writing. He was only the condenser and epigram- 
matizer of Bolingbroke, — a yeiy fitting St. John 
for such a gospeL Or, if he did know, we can 
account for the contradictions by supposing that 
he threw in some of the commonplace moralities 
to conceal his real drift Johnson asserts that 
Bolingbroke in private laughed at Pope's having 
been made Uie mouthpiece of opinions which he did 
not hold. But this is hardly probable when we 
consider the relations between tliem. It is giving 
Pope altogether too little credit for intelligence to 
suppose that he did not understand the principles 
of his intimate friend. The caution with which he 
at first concealed Uie authorship would argue that 
he had doubts as to the reception of the poem. 
When it was attacked on the score of infidelity, he 
gladly accepted Warburtou's championship, and 
assumed whatever pious interpretation he contrived 
to thrust upon it. The beginning of Uie poem is 
familiar to eveiybody : — 

*' Awake, my St John, lesTe all meaner thing! 
To low ambition and the pride of Idnga ; 
Let xm (since life can little more supply 
Than jnst to look abont us and to die) 
Expatiate free o'er all this scene of man, 
A mighty maze, — but not withont a plan *' ; 

To expatiate o^er a mighty maase is rather loose 
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writing, but the last verse, as it stood in the orig- 
inal editions, was, 

" A miglity inaae of walki whhoiit s plMi ; ^ 

and perhaps this oame nearer Pope's real opinion 
than the verse he substituted for it. Warburton 
is careful not to mention this variation in his notes. 
Ihe poem is everywhere as remarkable for its con- 
fusion of logic as it often is for ease of verse and 
grace of expression. An instance of both occurs 
in a passage frequentiy quoted : — 

" HMnrsB from all t nt ktaxm hidM die book of fata ; 
AU but ilie paga pfaaeribed, thair p re aa a* atata ; 
Aom bmtoa wliat maiif from mao wbat apirita knowy 
Or who would aoffar being here below ? 
The lamb Uiy riot dooma to bleed to-day, 
Had he thy raaion, would he aldp and play ? 
Fleawd to the laat, he eropa the flowery food, 
And lielca the hand jnat raiaed to ahed hia blood. 
O, blindneaa to the future kindly given 
That eaoh may flU die drole meant by heaTan I 
Who aeea with equal eye, aa God of all, 
A hero pariah or a apanow fall, 
Atoma or ayrtema into ruin hurled. 
And now a babble bmit, and now a woridi " 

Now, if ^^ heaven from all creatures hides the book 
of fate," why should not tiie lamb '^ skip and play," 
if he had the reason of man? Why, because he 
would then be able to read the book of fate. But 
if man himself cannot, why, then, could the lamb 
with the reason of man ? For, if tiie lamb had 
the reason of man, the book of fate would still 
be hidden, so far as himself was concerned. If 
the inferences we can draw from appearances are 
equivalent to a knowledge of destiny, the know- 
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ing enough to take an umbrella in doudy weather 
might be called so. There is a manifest confu- 
sion between what we know about ourselves and 
about oUier people ; the whole point of the pas- 
sage being that we are always mercifully blinded 
to (mr own future, however much reason we may 
possess. There is also inaccuracy as well as inele- 
gance in saying, 

'* Heayen, 
Who sees with equal eye, as God of all, 
A heio perish or a spairow falL" 

To the last verse Warburton, desirous of reconcil- 
ing his author with Scripture, appends a note re- 
ferring to Matthew x. 29 : ^^ Are not two sparrows 
sold for one farthing? and one of them shall not 
fsJl to the ground without your Father." It would 
not have been safe to have referred to Ihe thirty- 
jBrst verse : " Fear ye not, therefore, ye are of more 
value than many sparrows.'' 

To my feeling, one of the most beautiful pas- 
sages in the whole poem is that familiar one : — 

*' Lo, the i>oor Indian whose nntntcned mind 
Sees Qod in olonds, or hears him in the wind, 
EGui sool pnmd science neyer tanght to stray 
Far as the solar walk or milky way : 
Yet simple Natore to his hope has given 
Behind the dond-topt lull a hnmhler heaven ; 
Some safer world in depth of woods embraced, 
Some hiq>pier island in the watery waste, 
Where slaves once more their native land behold, 
No fiends torment, no Christians thirst for gold. 
To be contents his natoral desire, 
He asks no angel*s wing, no seraph's fire. 
Bat thinks, admitted to that eqnal sky, 
His faithful dog shall bear him company." 
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Bat this oomes in as a corollary to what went just 
before: — 

*' Hope qningi eternal in the hnsuin bzeasi, 
Man neyer k Imt aliraye to be blest ; 
Hie aool, uneasy, and confined from home, 
Rests and expatiates in a life to come." 

Then follows immediately the passage about the 
poor Indian, who, after all, it seems, is contented 
with merely being, and whose sonl, therefore, is 
an exception to the general rule. And what have 
the ^^ solar walk" (as he calls it) and ^^ milky 
way" to do wiUi the afbur? Does our hope of 
heaven depend on our knowledge of astronomy? 
Or does he mean that science and faith are neces- 
sarily hostile? And, after being told that it is 
the ^* untutored mind " of the savage which ^^ sees 
God in clouds and hears him in the wind," we are 
rather surprised to find that the lesson Uie poet in- 
tends to teach is that 

'^ AD are bnt parts of one stopendons whole. 
Whose body Nature is, and God the sonl, 
Hiat, changed ihzongh all, and yet in aO die same, 
Great in the earth, as in the ethereal frame, 
Wanns in the snn, refreshes in die breeie, 
(Bows in the stars, and blossoms in the trees.'* 

So that we are no better off than Uie untutored 
Indian, after Uie poet has tutored us. Dr. War- 
burton makes a rather lame attempt to ward off 
the charge of Spinosdsm from this last passage. 
He would have found it harder to show that Uie 
acknowledgment of any divine revelation would 
not overturn the greater part of its teachings. If 
Pope intended by his poem all that the bishop 
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takes for granted in his commentary, we must 
deny him what is usually claimed as his first merit, 
— deamess. If he did not^ we grant him clear- 
ness as a writer at Uie expense of sincerity as a 
man. Perhaps a more charitable solution of the 
difficulty would be, that Pope's precision of Uiought 
was no match for the fluency of his verse. 

Lord Byron goes so far as to say, in speaking 
of Pope, Uiat he who executes the best, no matter 
what his department, will rank the highest. I 
think there are enough indications in theMse letters 
of Byron's, however, that they were written rather 
more against Wordsworth than for Pope. The 
rule he lays down would make Voltaire a greater 
poet» in some respects, than Shakespeare. Byron 
cites Petrarch as an example ; yet if Petrarch had 
put nothing more into his sonnets than exedUiarif 
there are plenty of Italian sonneteers who would 
be his match. But, in point of &ct, Uie depart- 
ment chooses the man and not the man the depart- 
ment, and it has a great deal to do with our esti- 
mate of him. Is Uie department of Milton no 
higher than that of Butler ? Byron took especial 
care not to write in the style he commended. But 
I think Pope has received quite as much credit in 
respect even of execution as he deserves. Surely 
execution is not confined to versification alone. 
What can be worse than this? 

" At lengUi Bnoniii, that gxeat, injured Bame, 
(The glorj of the priesthood and the thame,) 
Stemmed die wild tocient of a barbaiona age, 
And diore thoae holy Taodali off the stage." 
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It would have been hard for Pope to have found a 
prettier piece of confusion in any of the small 
authors he laughed at than this image of a great, 
injured name stemming a torrent and driving van- 
dals off the stage. And in the following verses 
the image is helplessly confused : — 

''Kind self-oonoeit to some her glaas applies, 
Wluoh no one looks in with another's eyes, 
Bnt, as the flatterer or dependant paint, 
Beholds himself a patriot, chief, or saint." 

The use of Uie word ^^ applies" is perfectly un- 
English ; and it seems that people who look in this 
remarkable glass see their pictures and not their 
reflections. Often, also, wl^n Pope attempts the 
sublime, his epithets become curiously unpoetical, 
as where he says, in the Dundad, 

" As, one hy one, at dread Medea's strain, 
The sickening stars fade off the ethereal plain,** 

And not seldom he is satisfied wiUi Uie music of 
the verse without much regard to fitness of im- 
agery ; in the ^^ Essay on Man," for example : — 

" Passions, like el em e nt s, though hom to fight. 
Yet, mixed and softened, in his work nnite ; 
These 'tis enongh to temper and employ; 
Bnt what composes man can man destroy ? 
Soffioe that Reason keep to Katore's road, 
Sohject, compound them, f oUow her and God. 
Lore, Hope, and Joy, fair Fleasore's smiling train, 
Hate, Fear, and Grief, the family of Pain, 
These, mixed with Art, and to dne honnds confined, 
Make and maintain the halanoe of the mind." 

Here reason is represented as an apothecary com- 
pounding pills of ^^pleasure's smiUng train'' and 
the ^ &mily of pain/' And in the Moral Essays, 
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*' Enow God and Katme only are tlie aanie; 
In man the judgment ahoota at flying game, 
A bud of passage, gone as soon as f onnd, 
Now in the moon, peilii^M, now under ground. ** 

The ^^ judgment shooting at flying game " is an odd 
image enough ; but I think a bird of passage, now 
in the moon and now under ground, could be found 
nowhere — out of Gh>ldsmith's Natural History, per- 
haps. An epignunmatic expression will also tempt 
him into saying something without basis in truth, 
as where he ranks together **' Macedonia's madman 
and the Swede," and says that neither of Uiem 
^^ looked forward &rther than his nose," a slang 
phrase which may apply weU enough to Charles 
Xn., but certainly not to the pupil of Aristotle, 
who showed himself capable of a large political 
forethought. So, too, tlie rhyme, if correct, is a 
sufficient apology for want of propriety in phrase, 
as where he makes ^^ Socrates bleed.** 

But it is in his Moral Essays and parts of his 
Satires that Pope deserves Uie praise which he 
himself desired : — 

" Happily to steer 
From grave to gay, fiom lirely to sereie, 
Correet wiUi spirit, eloquent with ease, 
Intent to reason, or polite to please." 

Here Pope must be allowed to have established a 
style of his own, in which he is without a riyaL 
One can open upon wit and epigram at any page. 

** Behold, if Fortune or a mistress foowns, 
Some plunge in business, other shave their crowns ; 
To ease the soul of one oppressiTe weight. 
This quits an empire, that emhroils a state ; 
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The Mune adnrt oamplexion has impelled, 
CSiailes to die oonveitt;, Philip to the field.'' 

Indeed, I think one gets a litde tired of Uie in- 
yariable this set off by Uie inevitable that^ and 
wishes antithesis wonld let him have a little quiet 
now and Uien. In Uie first couplet, too, the con- 
ditional ^^ frown " wonld have been more elegant. 
But taken as detached passages, how admirably the 
different characters are drawn, so admirably that 
half the verses have become proverbiaL This of 
Addison will bear reading again : — 

" Peaee to all siieh ; bnt were there one whose fires 
True genius kindles and fair fame inspires ; 
Blest with each talent and each art to please, 
And bom to write, oonyerse, and liTe with ease ; 
Should saoh a man, too fond to rule alone, 
Bear like the Turk no brother near the throne, 
View him with scomfiil yet with jealons eyes. 
And hate for arts that caused himself to rise. 
Damn with faint praise, assent with ci^il leer, 
And, without sneering, teaoh the rest to sneer ; 
Willing to woond and yet afraid to strike. 
Just hint a fault and hesitate dislike, 
Alike reserved to blame or to commend, 
A timorous foe and a suspicions friend ; 
Dreading e'en fools, by flatterers besieged. 
And M obliging that he ne'er obliged ; 
Like Cato give hk little Senate laws. 
And sit attentiye to his own iqvplanse, 
While wits and templars every sentence raise, 
And wonder with a f ooUsh face of praise ; — 
Who but must laugh if such a man there be ? 
Who would not weep if Attious were he ? " 

With the exception of the somewhat technical im- 
age in the second verse of Fame blowing the fire 
of genins, which too much puts us in mind of the 
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frontispieoeB of the day, surely nothing better of 
its kind vrss ever written. How applicable it wis 
to Addison I shall consider in another plaoe. Am 
an accurate intellectnal observer and describer of 
personal weaknesses, Pope stands by himself in 
English Terse- 
Li his epistle on the characters of women, no one 
who has ever known a noble woman, nay, I should 
almost say no one who ever had a moUier or sister, 
will find much to please him. The dimaz of his 
praise rather d^rades than elevates. 

** O, blest in temper, whose nnoloaded lay 
Can make to-monow oheeifnl as to-day, 
She who can lore a sister's ohanns, or hear 
Sighs for a daughter with uiwonnded ear, 
ShB who ne'er answers tiU a husband oods. 
Or, if she roles him, neyer shows she roles, 
Charms by aooepting, by sabmitting sways. 
Yet has her hnmor most when she obeys ; 
Lets fops or f ortone fly which way they will, 
Disdains aO loss of tickets or oodille, 
Spleen, Ti^ors, or smallpor, abore them all 
And mistress of herself, thonc^ china falL" 

The last line is very witty and pointed, — but con- 
sider what an ideal of womanly nobleness he must 
have had, who praises his heroine for not being 
jealous of her daughter. Addison, in commending 
Pope's ^^ Essay on Criticism," says, speaking of us 
" who live in the latter ages of the world " : " We 
have little else to do left us but to represent Uie 
common sense of mankind, in more strong, more 
beautiful, or more uncommon lights." I think he 
has here touched exactly the point of Pope's merit, 
and, in doing so, tacitly excludes him from Uie 
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]K)sitian of poet, in tlie highest sense. Take two of 
Jeremy Taylor's prose sentences about the Coun- 
tess of Carbery, the lady in Milton's ^^ Comus " : 
** The religion of this excellent lady was of another 
constitution: it took root downward in humility, 
and brought forth fruit upward in the substantial 
graces of a Christian, in charity and justice, in 
chastity and modesty, in fair friendships and sweet- 
ness of society. • • • And though she had the great- 
est judgment, and the greatest experience of things 
and persons I ever yet knew in a person of her 
youth and sex and circumstances, yet, as if she 
knew nothing of it, she had the meanest opinion of 
herself, and like a fair taper, when she shined to all 
the room, yet round about her station she had cast 
a shadow and a doud, and she shined to everybody 
but herself." This is poetry, though not in verse. 
The plays of the elder dramatists are not without 
examples of weak and vile women, but they are not 
without noble ones either. Take these verses of 
Chapman, for example : — 

'* Let no man yalne at a little price 
A Tirtaoiis woman's oonnsel : her winged Bjfint 
Is feathered oftentimes with noble words 
And, Hke her beauty, raTishing and pure ; 
The weaker body, still the stronger sooL 
O, what a treasore is a yirtaoDs wife. 
Discreet and loying. Not one gift on earth 
Makes a man's life so nighly bound to hearen. 
She gires him double f ones to endure 
And to enjoy, being one with him, 
Feeling his joys and griefs with equal sense : 
If he fetch righs, she draws her bieath as short ; 
If he lament, she melts heiself in tears ; 
If hebeglad,she trinnq»hs; if bestir, 
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She moTM his way, in all Uungs hk sweet ape, 
TTimattIf diTUiely Taried withoat change. 
All etore widicmt her leayee a man bnt poor, 
And with her porerty is exceeding store.'* 

Pope in the characters I have read was drawing liis 
ideal woman, for he sayB at the end that she shall 
be his muse. The sentiments are those of a hour' 
geoia and of the back parlor, more than of the poet 
and the muse's bower. A man's mind is known by 
the company it keeps. 

Now it is very possible that the women of Pope's 
time were as bad as they could be ; but if Grod made 
poets for anything, it was to keep alive the traditions 
of the pure, the holy, and the beautifuL I grant 
the influence of the age, but there is a sense in 
which the poet is of no age, and Beauty, driyen 
from every other home, will never be an outcast 
and a wanderer, while there is a poet's nature left, 
will never fail of the tribute at least of a song. It 
seems to me that Pope had a sense of the neat rather 
than of the beautiful. His nature delighted more 
in detecting the blemish than in enjoying the charm. 

However great his merit in expression, I think it 
impossible that a true poet could have written such 
a satire as the Dunciad, which is even nastier than 
it is witty. It is filthy even in a filthy age, and 
Swift himself could not have gone beyond some 
parts of it. One's mind needs to be sprinkled with 
some disinfecting fluid after reading it. I do not 
remember that any other poet ever made poverty a 
crime. And it is wholly without discrimination. 
De Foe is set in the pillory forever ; and George 
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Wither, tlie author of that charming poem, ^' Fair 
Yirtae," classed among the dunces. And was it 
not in this age that loose Dick Steele paid his wife 
the finest compliment ever paid to woman, when he 
said ^ that to loye her was a liberal education " ? 

Even in the ^^Bape of the Lock," the fancy is that 
of a wit rather than of a poet. It might not be just 
to compare his Sylphs with the Fairies of Shake- 
speare; but contrast the kind of fancy shown in 
the poem with that of Drayton's Nymphidia, for 
example. I will give one stanza of it, describing 
the palace of the Fairy : — 

** The walls of spider's legs were made, 
Well morlised, and finely laid ; 
(He was the master of his trade 
It eoriously that bnilded :) 
The windows of the eyes of eats, 
And, for the roof, instead of slats 
T is oovered with the skins of bati, 
Wiih. moonshine that are gilded." 

In the last line the eye and fancy of a poet are rec- 
ognized. 

Personally we know more aboat Pope than about 
any of our poets. He kept no secrets about himself. 
If he did not let the cat out of the bag, he always 
contrived to give her tail a wrench so that we might 
know she was there. In spite of the savageness 
of his satires, his natural disposition seems to have 
been an amiable one, and his character as an author 
was as purely &ctitious as his style. Dr. Johnson 
appears to have suspected his sincerity ; but artifice 
more than insincerity lay at the basis of his charac- 
ter. I think that there was very little real malice 
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in him, and that his ^^ evil was wrought from want 
of thought." When Dennis was old and poor, he 
wrote a prologue for a phiy to be acted for his ben- 
efit. Except Addison, he numbered among his 
friends the most illustrious men of his time. 

The correspondence of Pope is, on the whole, less 
interesting than that of any other eminent English 
poet, except that of Southey, and their letters have 
the same &ult of being labored compositions. 
Southey's are, on the whole, the more agreeable of 
the two, for they inspire one (as Pope's certainly 
do not) with a sincere respect for the character of 
the writer. Pope's are altogether too full of the 
proclamation of his own virtues to be pleasant read- 
ing. It is plain that they were mostly addressed 
to the public, perhaps even to posterity. But let- 
ters, however carefully drilled to be circumspect, 
are sure to blab, and those of Pope leave in the 
reader's mind an unpleasant feeling of circumspec- 
tion, — of an attempt to look as an eminent literary 
character should rather than as the man really was. 
They have the unnatural constraint of a man in 
full dress sitting for his portrait and endeavoring 
to look his best. We never catch him, if he can 
help it, at unawares. Among all Pope's corre- 
spondents. Swift shows in the most dignified and, 
one is tempted to say, the most amiable light. It 
is creditable to the Dean that the letters which 
Pope addressed to him are by far the most simple 
and straightforward of any that he wrote. No 
sham could encounter those terrible eyes in Dublin 
without wincing. I think, on the whole, that a 
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revision of judgment would substitute ^^ discomfort- 
ing consciousness of the public " for ^^ insincerity ** 
in judging Pope's character by his letters. He 
could not shake off the habits of the author, and 
never, or almost never, in prose, acquired that 
knack of seeming carelessness that makes Wal- 
pole's elaborate compositions such agreeable read- 
ing. Pope would seem to have kept a common- 
place book of phrases proper to this or that occa- 
sion; and he transfers a compliment, a fine moral 
sentiment, nay, even sometimes a burst of passion- 
ate ardor, from one correspondent to another, with 
the most cold-blooded impartiality. Were it not 
for this curious economy of his, no one could read 
his letters to Lady Wortley Montagu without a 
conviction that they were written by a lover. In- 
deed, I think nothing short of the spretcB irytiria 
formcB will account for (though it will not excuse) 
the savage vindictiveness he felt and showed to- 
wards her. It may be suspected also that the bit- 
terness of caste added gall to his resentment. His 
enemy wore that impenetrable armor of superior 
rank which rendered her indifference to his shafts 
the more provoking that it was unaffected. Even 
for us his satire loses its sting when we reflect that 
it is not in human nature for a woman to have had 
two such utterly irreconcilable characters as those 
of Lady Mary before and after her quarrel with 
the poet In any view of Pope's conduct in this 
affair, there is an ill savor in his attempting to de- 
grade a woman whom he had once made sacred with 
his love. Si)enser touches the right chord when he 
says of the Bosalinde who had rejected him. 
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**l!f&t, then, to her, thst aoomM thing so base, 
Bnt to myself the blame, that lookt so high ; 
Yet so much grace let her Tonchaaf e to grant 
To simple swain, stth her I may not love, 
Yet that I may her honor pararant 
And praise her worth, though far my wit above ; 
Sooh grace shall be some gnerdon of the g^rief 
And long afBiotion which I have endured.'* 

In his oorrespondenoe with Aaron Hill, Pope, 
pushed to the wall, appears positively mean. He 
yainly endeavors to show that his personalities had 
all been written in the interests of literature and 
morality, and from no selfish motive. But it is 
hard to believe that Theobald would have been 
deemed worthy of his disgustful preeminenoe but 
for the manifest superiority of his edition of Shake- 
speare, or that Addison would have been so adroitly 
disfigured unless through wounded self-love. It is 
easy to oonceive the resentful shame which Pope 
must have felt when Addison so almost contempt^ 
uously disavowed all complicity in his volunteer de- 
fence of Cato in a brutal assault on Dennis. Pope 
had done a mean thing to propitiate a man whose 
critical judgment he dreaded ; and tlie great man, 
instead of thanking him, had resented his interfer- 
ence as impertinent. In the whole portrait of At- 
ticus one cannot help feeling that Pope's satire is 
not founded on knowledge, but rather on what his 
own sensitive suspicion divined of the opinions of 
one whose expressed preferences in poetry implied 
a condemnation of the very grounds of the satirist's 
own popularity. We shall not so easily give up 
Hie purest and most dignified figure of that some- 
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wliat Tolgar generation, who ranks with Sidney and 
Spenser as one of the few perfect gentlemen in onr 
literaiy annals. A man who could command the 
unswerving loyalty of honest and impulsive Dick 
Steele could not have been a coward or a backbiter. 
The only justification allied by Pope was of the 
flimsiest kind, namely, that Addison regretted the 
introduction of the sylphs in the second edition of 
the ^ Bape of the Lock," saying that the poem was 
merum sal before. Let any one ask himself how 
he likes an author's emendations of any poem to 
idiich his ear had adapted itself in its former shape, 
and he will hardly think it needful to charge Ad- 
dison with any mean motive for his conservatism 
in this matter. One or two of Pope's letters are so 
good as to make us r^ret that he did not oftener 
don the dressing-gown and slippers in his corre- 
spondence. One in particular, to Lord Burlington, 
describing a journey on horseback to Oxford with 
Lintot the bookseller, is full of a lightsome humor 
worthy of Cowper, almost worthy of Gbay. 

Joseph Warton, in summing up at the end of his 
essay on the genius and writings of Pope, says that 
the largest part of his works ^^ is of the didcu>- 
ticy morale and scttiric ; and, consequently, not of 
the most poetic species of poetry ; whence it is 
manifest that good sense and judgment were his 
charaoteristical excellences rather than fancy and 
inmention.^^ It is plain that in any strict definition 
there can be only one kind of poetry, and that what 
Warton really meant to say was that Pope was not 
a poet at alL This, I think, is shown by what 
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Johnson says in his ^^Idfe of Pope,'' though he 
does not name Warton. The dispute on this point 
went on with occasional lulls for more than a half- 
century after Warton's death. It was renewed 
with peculiar acrimony when the Bey. W. L. 
Bowles diffused and confused Warton's critical 
opinions in his own peculiarly helpless way in edit- 
ing a new edition of Pope in 1806. Bowles en- 
tirely mistook the functions of an editor, and mal- 
adroitly entangled his judgment of the poetry with 
his estimate of the author's character.^ Thirteen 
years later, Campbell, in his ^^ Specimens," contro- 
verted Mr. Bowles's estimate of Pope's character 
and position, both as man and poet. Mr. Bowles 
replied in a letter to Campbell on what he called 
'^ the invariable principles of poetry." This letter 
was in turn somewhat sharply criticised by GKl- 
christ in the Quarterly Beview. Mr. Bowles made 
an angry and unmannerly retort, among other 
things charging GKlchrist with the crime of being 
a tradesman's son, whereupon the a&ir became 
what they call on the frontier a free fight, in which 
Oilchrist, Boscoe, the elder Disraeli, and Byron 
took part with equal relish, though with various 
fortune. The last shot, in what had grown into 
a thirty years' war, between the partisans of what 

^ Bowles's Sonnets, weUnigli forgotten now, did mote thin hit 
eootrovenisl writings for the esnae he adrocated. Their inflnenee 
upon the coming generation was great ( gr e at er than we oan well 
aoconnt for) and henefioiaL Coleridge tells ns tiiat he made forty 
copies of them while at Christ's Hospital. Wordsworth's prefaces 
first made imagination the tme test of poetry, in its more mod- 
em sense. Bnt they drew little notice till later. 
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was oalldd the Old School of poetry and those of 
the New, was fired by Bowles in 1826. Bowles, in 
losing his temper, lost also what little logic he had, 
and though, in a vague way, testhetically right, con- 
trived always to be argumentatiyely wrong. Anger 
made worse confusion in a brain never very dear, 
and he had neither the scholarship nor the critical 
&culty for a vigorous exposition of his own thesis. 
Never was wilder hitting than his, and he laid 
liimgAlf open to dreadful punishment, especially 
from Byron, whose two letters are masterpieces of 
polemic prose. Bowles most happily exemplified 
in his own pamphlets what was really the turning- 
point of the whole controversy (though all the 
combatants more or less lost sight of it or never 
saw it), namely, that without deamess and terse- 
ness there could be no good writing, whether in 
prose or verse ; in other words that, while precision 
of phrase presupposes lucidity of thought, yet good 
writing is an art as well as a gift. Byron alone 
saw clearly that here was the true knot of the ques- 
tion, though, as his object was mainly mischief, he 
was not careful to loosen it. The sincerity of By- 
ron's admiration of Pope has been, it seems to me, 
too hastily doubted. What he admired in him was 
tiiat patience in careful finish which he felt to be 
wanting in himself and in most of his contempora- 
ries. Pope's assailants went so far as to make 
a defect of what, rightly considered, was a distin- 
guished merit, though die amount of it was exag- 
gerated. The weak point in the case was that his 
nicety concerned itself wholly about the phrase, 
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leaying the thought to be as faulty as it would, and 
that it seldom extended beyond the conplety often 
not beyond a single Terse. His serious poetry, 
therefore, at its best, is a suooession of loosely 
strung epigrams, and no poet more often than he 
makes the second line of the couplet a mere train- 
bearer to the first His more ambitious works may 
be defined as careless thinking carefully Tersified. 
Lessing was one of the first to see this, and accord- 
ingly he tells us that ^^ his great, I will not say 
greatest, merit lay in what we call the mechanic of 
poetry." ^ Lessing, with his usual insight, paren- 
thetically qualifies his statement; for where Pope, 
as in the ^^ Bape of the Lock," found a subject ex- 
actly level with his genius, he was able to make 
whi^ taken for all in aU, is the most perfect poem 
in the language. 

It will hardly be questioned that the man who 
writes what is stiU piquant and rememberaUe, a 
century and a quarter after his death, was aman of 
genius. But there are two modes of uttering such 
things as deave to the memory of mankind. They 
may be said or sung. I do not think that Pope's 
verse anywhere sings, but it should seem that the 
abiding presence of fancy in his best work forbids 
his exclusion from the rank of poet. The atmos- 
phere in which he habitually dwelt was an essen- 
tially prosaic one, the language habitual to him was 
that of conversation and society, so that he lacked 
the help of that fresher dialect which seems like 

^ Brief€ die nmuU LUteratitr betr^end, 1769, iL Brief. See 
aleo hk more eUborate dritmim d the E$$ay on Man (Pcpe ein 
Mett^ysiker), 1756. 
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inspiration in the elder poets. His range of asso- 
ciations was of that narrow kind which is always 
Tolgar, whether it be found in the village or the 
oonrt Certainly he has not the force and majesty 
of Dryden in his better moods, but he has a grace, 
a finesse, an art of being pungent, a sensitiveness 
to impressions, that would incline us to rank him 
with Voltaire (^whom in many ways he so much 
resembles), as an author with whom the gift of 
writing was primary, and that of verse secondary. 
No other poet that I remember ever wrote prose 
which is so purely prose as his ; and yet, in any im- 
partial criticism, the ^^ Bape of the Lock '' sets him 
even as a poet far above many men more largely 
endowed with poetic feeling and insight than he. 

A great deal must be allowed to Pope for the 
age in which he lived, and not a littie, I think, for 
the influence of Swift. In his own province he still 
stands unapproachably alone. If to be the great- 
est satirist of individual men, rather than of human 
nature, if to be the highest expression which the 
life of the court and the ball-room has ever found 
in verse, if to have added more phrases to our lan- 
guage than any other but Shakespeare, if to have 
charmed four generations make a man a great poet, 
— then he is one. He was the chief founder of an 
artificial style of writing, which in his hands was 
living and powerful, because he used it to express 
artificial modes of thinking and an artificial state 
of society. Measured by any high standard of im- 
agination, he wiU be found wanting ; tried by any 
test of wit, he is unrivalled. 
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[1872] 

If the biographies of literary men are to aasmiie 
the bulk which Mr. Masson is giving to that of 
Milton, their authors should send a phial of diooir 
vUcB with the first volume, that a purchaser might 
have some valid assurance of surviving to see the 
last Mr. Masson has already occupied thirteen 
hundred and seventy-eight pages in getting Milton 
to his thirty-fifth year, and an interval of eleven 
years stretches between the dates of the first and 
second instalments of his published labors. As 
Milton's literary life properly begins at twenty-one, 
with the ^^ Ode on the Nativity," and as by far the 
more important part of it lies between the year at 
which we are arrived and his death at the age of 
sixty-six, we might seem to have the terms given us 
by which to make a rough reckoning of how soon 

1 The Life of John Mikon: namtod in Gooneetioii witii tiie 
Politioal, EoclewMtieal, and litaniy Hutocy of hk Time. By 
DftTid Mmioh, M. A., LL. D., Pkofenor of Bhetorio and Ei^^iili 
liteiatme in the UmTenity of Edinbmgli. Vola. L, n. 1638- 
1643. London and New York : Mamnillan & Go. 187L 8to. 
pp. zii, 606. 

The Poetical Works of John JCkon, edited, with iBtrodnotion, 
Notes, and an Enay <m Milton^B Englwh, by DaTid Mawon, M. A., 
LL. D., Profenor d Bhetorio and Engliah Literatoxe in the Uni- 
Tenity of Edinbnigii. 3 Tola. Sro. Maftmillan A Co. 1874. 
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we are likely to see land. Bat when we reooUect 
the baffling character of the winds and currents we 
have already encountered, and the eddies that may 
at anytime slip us back to the reformation in Scot- 
land or the settlement of New England ; when we 
consider, moreover, that Milton^s life overlapped 
the grand sihcle of French literature, with its irre- 
sistible temptations to digression and homily for 
a man of Mr. Masson's temperament, we may be 
pardoned if a sigh of doubt and discouragement 
escape us. We envy the secular leisures of Methu- 
saleh, and are thankful that his biography at least 
(if written in the same longeval proportion) is ir- 
recoverably lost to us. What a subject would that 
have been for a person of Mr. Masson's spacious 
predilections! Even if he himself can count on 
patriarchal prorogations of existence, let him hang 
a print of the Countess of Desmond in his study to 
remind him of the ambushes which Fate lays for 
ibe toughest of us. For myself, I have not dared 
to climb a cherry-tree since I began to read his 
work. Even with the promise of a speedy third 
volume before me, I feel by no means sure of living 
to see Mary Powell back in her husband's house ; 
for it is just at this crisis that Mr. Masson, with the 
diabolical art of a practised serial writer, leaves us 
while he goes into an exhaustive account of the 
Westminster Assembly and the political and reli- 
gious notions of the Massachusetts Puritans. One 
could not help thinking, after having got Milton 
fairly through college, that he was never more mis- 
taken in his life tfaui when he wrote. 
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*'How $wm haih Time, tiiat sobUe thief of youth, 
Stolen on hie wing my three-and-twentieth year 1 " 

Or is it Mr. Masson who has scotched Time's 
wheels? 

It is plain from the Preface to the second yolmne 
that Mr. Masson himself has an uneasy conscions- 
ness that something is wrong, and that Milton 
ought somehow to be more than a mere incident of 
his own biography. He tells ns that, ^ whatevw 
maybe thought by a hasty person looking in on the 
subject from the outside, no one can study the life 
of Milton as it ought to be studied without being 
obliged to study extensively and intimately the 
contemporary history of England, and even inci- 
dentally of Scotland and Ireland too. • • • Thus 
on the very compulsion, or at least the suasion, of 
the biography, a history grew on my hands. It was 
not in human nature to confine the historical in- 
quiries, once they were in progress, within the pre- 
cise limits of their demonstrable bearing on the 
biography, even had it been possible to determine 
these limits beforehand; and so the history as- 
sumed a coordinate importance with me, was pur^ 
sued often for its own sake, and became, though 
always with a sense of organic relation to the bio- 
graphy, continuous in itself." If a ^^ hasty person '* 
be one who thinks eleven years rather long to have 
his button held by a biographer ere he begin his 
next sentence, I take to mjrself the sting of Mr. 
Masson's covert sarcasm. I confess with shame a 
pusillanimity that is apt to flag if a ^^to be contin- 
ued " do not rede^n its promise before the lapse of 
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a qninqiieimiiim. I could scarce await the ^^ Auto- 
crafc " himflftlf so long. The heroic age of literature 
is pasty and even a duodecimo may often prove too 
heavy (oibi vvv fiparol) for the descendants of men 
to whiMn the folio was a pastime. But what does 
Mr. Masson mean by ^^ continuous " ? To me it 
seems rather as if his somewhat rambling history 
of the seventeenth century were interrupted now 
and then by an unexpected apparition of Milton, 
who, like Paul Pry, just pops in and hopes he does 
not intrude, to tell us what he has been doing in 
the mean while. The reader, immersed in Scottish 
politics or the schemes of Archbishop Laud, is a lit- 
tle puzzled at first, but reconciles himself on being 
reminded that this fair-haired young man is the 
protagonist of the drama. Pars mimma est ipsa 
pueUa suL 

If Ooethe was right in saying that every man 
was a citizen of his age as well as of his country, 
there can be no doubt that in order to understand 
the motives and conduct of the man we must first 
make ourselves intimate with the time in which he 
lived. We have therefore no fault to find with the 
thoroughness of Mr. Masson's ^* historical inquiries." 
The more thorough the better, so far as they were 
essential to the satisfactory performance of his task. 
But it is only such contemporary events, opinions, 
or persons as were really operative on the charac- 
ter of the man we are studying that are of conse- 
quence, and we are to familiarize ourselves with 
them, not so much for the sake of explaining as of 
understanding him. The biographer, especially of 
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a literary man, need only mark the main onrrentB 
of tendency, without being officions to trace out to 
its marshy source every runlet that has cast in its 
tiny pitcherfol with the rest Much less should he 
attempt an analysis of the stream and to classify 
every component by itself, as if each were ever 
effectual singly and not in combination. Human 
motives cannot be thus chemically cross-examined, 
nor do we arrive at any true knowledge of char- 
acter by such minute subdivision of its ingredients. 
Nothing is so essential to a biographer as an eye 
that can distingnish at aglance between real events 
that are the levers of thought and action, and what 
Donne calls ^^ unoonceming things, matters of fact," 
— between substantial personages, whose contact 
or even neighborhood is influential, and the super- 
numeraries that serve first to fill up a stage and af- 
terwards the interstices of a biographical dictionary. 

*" Time hftlih a willet at hk Uok 
Wheiem he pitte alms for Oblmon.** 

Let the biographer keep his fingers off that sar 
cred and merciful deposit, and not renew for us the 
bores of a former generation as if we had not 
enough of our own. But if he cannot forbear that 
unwise inquisiti veness, we may fidrly complain when 
he insists on taking us along with him in the pro- 
cesses of his investigation, instead of giving us the 
sifted results in their bearing on the life and ehax^ 
aoter of his subject, whether for help or hindrance. 
We are blinded with the dust of old papers ran- 
sacked by Mr. Masson to find out that they have no 
idation whatever to his hero. He had been wise 
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if he had kept oomstantly in Tiew what Milton him^ 
self says of those who gathered up personal tradi- 
tions oonoeming the Apostles: *^With less fer- 
vency was studied what Saint Paul or Saint John 
had written than was listened to one that oould say, 

* Here he taught, here he stood, this was his stature, 
and thus he went habited ; and O, happy this house 
that harbored him, and that oold stone whereon he 
rested, this village where he wrought such a mirade.' 

• . . Thus while all their thoughts were poured 
out upon oircumstanoes and the gazing after such 
men as had sat at table with the Apostles, ... by 
this means they lost their time and truanted on the 
fundamental grounds of saving knowledge, as was 
seen shortly in their writings." Mr. Masson has so 
poured out his mind upon circumstances^ that his 
work reminds us of Allston's picture of Elijah in 
the Wilderness, where a good deal of research at 
last enables us to guess at the prophet absconded 
Hked a conundrum in the landscape where the very 
ravens could scarce have found him out, except by 
divine commission. The figure of Milton becomes 
but a speck on the enormous canvas crowded with 
the scenery through which he may by any possibility 
be conjectured to have passed. I will cite a single 
example of the desperate straits to which Mr. Mas- 
son is reduced in order to hitch Milton on to his own 
biography. He devotes the first chapter of his Sec- 
ond Book to the meeting of the Long Parliament. 
^ Already," he tells us, ^^ in the earlier part of the 
day, Ihe Commons had gone through the ceremony 
of hearing the writ for the Parliament read, and 
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the names of the members dtst had been letnmed 
ealled over by Thomas Wyllys, Esq., the Clerk of 
the Grown in Chancery. His deputy, Agar^ MiU 
totCs brother4n4aWy may have heen in attendance 
on each an oeeasian. During the preceding month 
or two, at all events^ Agar and his sabordinates in 
the Crown Office had been nnnsoaliy busy with 
the issue of the writs and with the other work con- 
nected with ihe opening of Parliament." (VoL iL 
p. 160.) Mr. Masson's resolute ^ at all events " is 
very amusing. Meanwhile 

*' Hm hmagej ihtep look Jtp aad an aot led." 

Augustine Thierry has a great deal to answer 
for, if to him we owe the modem &shion of writing 
history picturesquely. At least his method leads 
to most unhappy results when essayed by men to 
idiom nature has denied a sense of what the pic- 
turesque really is. The historical picturesque does 
not consist in truth of costume and similar accessi^ 
ries, but in the grouping, attitude, and expression 
of the figures, caught when they are unconscious 
dtat the artist is sketching them. The moment 
they are posed for a composition, unless by a man 
of genius, tiie life has gone out of them. In the 
hands of an inferior artist, who &ncies that im- 
agination is something to be squeezed out of odor- 
tubes, tiie past becomes a phantasmagoria of jack- 
boots, doublets, and flap-hats, tiie mere property- 
room of a deserted theatre, as if the light had been 
scenical and illusory, the world an unreal thing that 
vanished with the foot-lights. It is the power of 
catching the actors in great events at unawares that 
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makes tiie glimpneii given ns by oontempormries so 
viyid and preoioiis. And St. Simon, one of the 
great masters of the pieturesqoe, lets us into the 
secret of his art when he tells us how, in that won- 
derful scene of tiie death of Monseignenr, he saw 
^ du premier coup JFceU vivement partS, tout oe 
qui lenr ^ohappcnt et tout oe qui les aocableroit." 
It is tiie gift of produoing this reality that almost 
makes us blush, as if we had been caught peeping 
through a keyhole, and had surprised secrets to which 
we had no right, — it is this only that can justify 
the pictorial method of narration. Mr. Carlyle has 
this power of contemporizing himself with bygone 
times, he cheats us to 

" FUy with our f AooiM and belieTe we Me " ; 

but we find the tableaux vivarUs of the apprentices 
who ^ deal in his command without his power," 
and who compel us'to work very hard indeed with 
our &ndes, rather wearisome. The effort of weaker 
aims to shoot with his mighty bow has filled the 
air of recent literature with more than enough fruit- 
less twanging. 

Mr. Masson's style, at best cumbrous, becomes 
intolerably awkward when he strives to make up 
for the v^ant of St. Simon's premier coup cToeU by 
impertinent details of what we must call the pseudo- 
dramatic kind. For example, does Hall profess to 
have traced Milton from the University to a ^* sub- 
urb sink" of London? Mr. Masson &ncies he 
hears Milton saying to himself, ^^ A suburb sink ! 
has HaU or his son taken the trouble to walk all the 
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way down to Aldersgate here, to peep up tiie entry 
where I live, and so have an exact notion of my 
whereaboatB ? There has been plague in the neigh- 
borhood certainly ; and I hope Jane Yates had my 
doorstep tidy for the visit.*' Does Milton, answer- 
ing Hall's innuendo that he was courting the graces 
of a rich widow, tell us that he would rather 
^^ choose a virgin of mean fortunes honestly bred " ? 
Mr. Masson forthwith breaks forth in a paroxysm 
of what we suppose to be picturesqueness in this 
wise : ^^ What have we here? Surely nothing less* 
if we choose so to construe it, than a marriage ad- 
vertisement ! Ho, all ye virgins of England (wid- 
ows need not apply), here is an opportunity such 
as seldom occurs : a bachelor, unattached ; age, 
thirty-three years and three or four months ; height 
[Milton, by the way, would have said highth'] mid- 
dle or a little less ; personal appearance unusually 
handsome, with &ir complexioii and light auburn 
hair; circumstances independent; tastes inteUeo- 
tual and decidedly musical; principles Boot-and- 
Branch I Was there already any young maiden in 
whose bosom, had such an advertisement come in 
her way, it would have raised a conscious flutter? 
If so, did she live near Oxford? " If there is any- 
thing worse than an unimaginative man trying to 
write imaginatively, it is a heavy man when he fiin- 
cies he is being facetious. He tramples out the 
last spark of cheerfulness with the broad damp foot 
of a hippopotamus. 

I am no advocate of what is called the dignity 
of history, when it means, as it too often does, that 
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dnlness luw a right of sanotnary in graTity. Too 
well do I recall the sorrows of my youth, when I 
was shipped in search of knowledge on the long 
Johnsonian swell of the last century, favorable to 
anything but the cahn digestion of historic truth. 
I had eyen then an uneasy suspicion, which has 
ripened into certainty, that thoughts were never 
draped in long skirts like babies, if they were 
strong enough to go alone. But surely there should 
be such a thing as good taste, above all a sense of 
self-respect, in the historian himself, that should 
not allow him to play any tricks with the dignity 
of his subject. A hido of sacredness has hitherto 
invested the figure of Milton, and our image of 
him has dwelt securely in ideal remoteness from 
the vulgarities of life. No diaries, no private let- 
ters, remain to give the idle curiosilyof after-times 
the right to force itself on the hallowed seclusion 
of his reserve. That a man whose femiliar epistles 
were written in the language of Cicero, whose 
sense of personal dignity was so great that, when 
called on in self-defence to speak of himself, he 
always does it with an epical stateliness of phrase, 
and whose self-respect even in youth was so pro- 
found that it resembles the reverence paid by other 
men to a far-off and idealized character, — that he 
should be treated in this off-hand familiar fashion 
by his biographer seems tons a kind of desecration, 
a violation of good manners no less than of the 
laws of biographic art Milton is the last man in 
the world to be slapped on the back with impunity. 
Better the surly injustice of Johnson than such 
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presumptuoas friendship as this. Let the seven- 
teenth century, at least, be kept sacred from the 
insupportable foot of the interviewer ! 

But Mr. Masson, in his desire to be (shall I say) 
idiomatic, can do something worse than what luui 
been hitherto quoted. He can be even vulgar. 
Discussing the motives of Milton^s first marriage, 
he says, ^^ Did he come seeking his £500, and did 
Mrs. Powell heofoe a daughter at himf** We 
have heard of a woman throwing herself at a 
man's head, and the image is a somewhat violent 
one ; but what is this to Mr. Masson's improve- 
ment on it ? It has been sometimes affirmed that 
the fitness of an image may be tested by trying 
whether a picture could be made of it or not. Mr. 
Masson has certainly offered a new and striking 
subject to the historical school of British art. A 
little further on, speaking of Mary Powell, he says, 
^ We have no portrait of her, nor any account of her 
appearance ; but on the usual rule of the elective 
affinities of opposites, Milton being fair, we foitt 
vote her to have been dark-haired." I need say 
nothing of the good taste of this sentence, but its 
absurdity is heightened by the fact that Mr. Masson 
himself had left us in doubt whether the match 
was one of convenience or inclination. I know 
not how it may be with other readers, but for my- 
self I feel inclined to resent this hail-fellow-well- 
met manner with its jaunty ^* we will vote." In 
some cases, Mr. Masson's indecorums in respect of 
style may possibly be accounted for as attempts at 
humor by one who has an imperfect notion of its 
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ingredients. In gnch eQq>erunentB, to judge by the 
effect, the pensiye element of the componnd enters 
in too large an excess over the hilarioos. Whether 
I have hit upon the troe explanation, or whether 
the cause lie not rather in a besetting Yelleity of 
the picturesque and viTid, I shall leave the reader 
to judge b J an example or two. In the manuscript 
copy of Milton's sonnet in which he claims for his 
own house the immunity which the memory of Pin- 
dar and Euri jndes secured for other walls, the title 
had originally been, ^ On his Door when the CUy 
expected an Assault.** Milton has drawn a line 
through this and substituted ^^ When the Assault 
was intended to the City** Mr. Masson &ncies 
^a mood of jest or semi-jest in the whole affair ** ; 
but we think rather that Milton's quiet assumption 
of equality with two such feunous poets was as se- 
riousty characteristic as Dante's ranking himwAlf 
sesto tra cotanto senno. Mr. Masson takes advan- 
tage of the obliterated title to imagine one of Prince 
Buperf s troopers entering the poet's study and 
finding some of his ^^Anti-Episcopal pamphlets that 
had been left fying about inadvertently. ^ Oho ! ' 
the Cavalier Captain might then have said, ^ Pindar 
and Euripides are all very well, by G — I I've 
been at college myself ; and when I meet a gen^ 
tleman and scholar, I hope I know how to treat 
him ; but neither Pindar nor Euripides ever wrote 
pamphlets against the Church of England, bj 
O— I It won't do, Mr. Milton I'" This,itmaybe 
supposed, is Mr. Masson's way of being funny and 
dramatic at the same time. Good taste is shocked 
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with this barbarous dissonanoe. Could not tiie 
Muse defend her son? Again, when Charles L, 
at Edinburgh, in the autumn and winter of 1641, 
fills the vaoant English sees, we are told, ^^ It was 
more than an insult ; it was a sarcasm I It was as 
if the King, while giving Alexander Henderson his 
hand to kiss, had winked his royal eye over that 
reverend Presbyter's back!" Now one can con- 
ceive Charles 11. winking when he took the Solemn 
League and Covenant, but never his &ther under 
any circumstances. He may have been, and I be- 
lieve he was, a bad king, but surely we may take 
Marvell's word for it, that 

'< He nothing common did or mean,'* 

upon any of the ^^ memorable scenes " of his life. 
The image is therefore out of all imaginative keep- 
ing, and vulgarizes the chief personage in a grand 
historical tragedy, who, if not a great, was at least 
a decorous actor. But Mr. Masson can do worse 
than this. Speaking of a Mrs. Katherine Chidley, 
who wrote in defence of the Independents against 
Thomas Edwards, he says, ^^ People wondered who 
this she-Brownist, Katherine Chidley, was, and did 
not quite lose their interest in her when tiiey found 
that she was an oldish woman, and a member of 
some hole-and-corner congregation in London. In- 
deed, she put her nails into Mr. Edward s foith 
some effect.^^ Why did he not say at once, after 
the good old fashion, that she ^^ set her ten com- 
mandments in his face"? In another place he 
speaks of ^^ Satan standing with his staff around 
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him." Mr. Masaan's style, a litde Bobertoonian 
afc best, natorall J grows worse wlien forced to con- 
descend to every-daj matters. He can no more 
dismount and indk than the man in armor on a 
Lord Mayor's day. ^^It [Aldersgate Street] 
stretches away northwards a full fourth of a mile 
as one continuous thoroughfare, until, crossed by 
Long Lane and tiie Barbican, it parts with the 
name of Aldersgate Street, and, under the new 
names of Gt)swell Street and Gt>swell Boad, com- 
pletes Us tendency towards the siihurbs and fields 
about Islington." What a noble work might not 
ihe Directory be if composed on this scale ! The 
imagination even of an alderman might well be 
lost in that fuU quarter of a mile of continuous 
thoroughfare. Mr. Masson is very great in these 
passages of civic grandeur ; but he is more surpris- 
ing, on the whole, where he has an image to deal 
with. Speaking of Milton's ** two-handed engine " 
in Lgrcidas, he says: ^^ May not Milton, whateyer 
else he meant, haye meant a coming English Par- 
liament with its two Houses? Whateyer he meant, 
his prophecy had come true. As he sat among 
his books in Aldersgate Street, the two-handed en- 
gine at the door of the English Church was on the 
swing. Once, twice, thrice, it had swept its arcs 
to gather energy; now it was on the backmost 
poise, and the blow was to descend." One cannot 
help wishing that Mr. Masson would try his hand 
oa the tenth horn of the beast in BeyehUdon, or on 
the time and half a time of DanieL There is some- 
thing so consoling to a prophet in being told that, 
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no matter what he meant, his prophecy had oome 
true, and that he might mean ^^ whatever else " he 
pleased, so long as he may have meant what we 
choose to think he did, reasoning backward irom 
tiie assumed fulfilment! But perhaps there maj 
be detected in Mr. Masson's ^^ swept its arcs " a 
little of that prophetic hedging-in Tagneness to 
which he allows so generous a latitude. How if 
the *^ two-handed engine," after all, were a broom 
(or besom, to be more dignified), 

" Sweeping — Tehsmendy ■weeping, 
No p«nee admitted, no design ATOwed," 

like that wielded by the awful shape which Dion 
the Syracusan saw? I make the suggestion mod- 
estly, though somewhat encouraged by Mr. Mas- 
son's system of exegesis, which reminds one of the 
casuists' doctrine of probables, in virtue of which 
a man may be jtiro&o&t^i^er oiZt^o^u^ and |)fO&a5iU- 
ter deohligatus at the same time. But perhaps 
the most remarkable instance of Mr. Masson's fig- 
ures of speech is where we are told that the king 
might have established a bona fide goyemment 
^by giving public ascendency to the popular or 
Parliamentary element in his Council, and indu^ 
dng the old leaven in it either to accept the new pol- 
icy^ or to withdraw and become tnoc^e." There 
is something consoling in the thought that yeast 
should be accessible to moral suasion. It is really 
too bad that bread should ever be heavy for want 
of such an appeal to its moral sense as should 
** induce it to accept the new policy." Of Mr. 
Masson's unhappy infection with the vinid style 
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an instsnoe or two shall be given in justification of 
ifbat lias been allied against him in that partic- 
ular. He says of London that *^ he was conunitted 
to the Tower, where for more than two months he 
laj, with as near a prospect as ever prisoner had 
of a chop with the executioner's axe on a scaffold 
on Tower HilL" I may be oveis&stidions, but the 
word ^chop " offends my ears with its coarseness, 
or if that be too strong, has certainly the unplea- 
sant effect of an emphasis unduly placed. Old 
Auchinleck's saying of Cromwell, that *^he gart 
kings ken they had a lith in their necks,'' is a good 
example of r^dly vivid phrase, suggesting the axe 
and the block, and giving one of those dreadful 
hints to the imagination which are more powerful 
than any amount of detail, and whose skilful use is 
the only magic employed by the masters of truly 
picturesque writing. The sentence just quoted wiU 
serve also as an example of that tendency to mir- 
|i{i<«a^e which adds to the bulk of Mr. Masson's sen- 
tences at the cost of their effectiveness. If he had 
said simply ^ chop on Tower Hill " (if chop there 
HDnist be), it had been quite enough, for we all know 
that the executioner's axe and the scaffold are im- 
plied in it. Once more, and I have done with the 
least agreeable part of my business. Mr. Masson, 
after telling over again the story of Strafford with 
needless length of detail, ends thus : ^ On Wednes- 
day, the 12th of May, that proud cwrly head, 
the casket of that brain of power, rolled on the 
scaffold of Tower HilL" Why curly f Surely it 
is here a ludicrous impertinence. This careful 
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thrusting forward of outward and mimeaning par- 
ticulars, in tiie hope of giying that reality to a pic- 
ture which genius only has the art to do, is becom- 
ing a weariness in modem descriptive writing. It 
reminds one of the Mrs. Jarley expedient of dress- 
ing the waxen effigies of murderers in the yery 
clothes they wore when tiiey did the deed, or with 
the real halter round their necks wherewith tiiey 
expiated it. It is probably very effectiye with the 
torpid sensibilities of the class who look upon wax 
figures as works of art True imaginative power 
works with other materiaL Lady Macbeth striving 
to wash away from her hands the damned spot that 
is all the more there to the mind of the spectator 
because it is not there at all, is a type of the meth- 
ods it employs and the intensity of their action. 

Having discharged my duty in r^ard to Mr. 
Masson's faults of manner, which I should not have 
dwelt on so long had they not greatly marred a 
real enjoyment in the reading, and were they not 
the ear-mark of a school which has become unhap- 
pily numerous, I turn to a consideration of his work 
as a whole. I think he made a mistake in his very 
plan, or else was guilty of a misnomer in his titie. 
His book is not so much a life of Milton as a col- 
lection of materials out of which a careful reader 
may sift the main &cts of the poet's biography. 
His passion for minute detail is only to be equalled 
by his difiFuseness on points mainly if not altogether 
irrelevant. He gives us a Survey of British lit- 
erature, occupying one hundred and twenty-eight 
pages of his first volume, written in the main with 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



MILTON 75 

good judgment, and giving the aTerage critical 
opinion upon nearl j eyery writer, great and small, 
who was in any sense a contemporary of Milton. 
I have no doubt all this would be serviceable and 
interesting to Mr. Masson's classes in Edinburgh 
Universiiy , and they may well be congratulated on 
having so competent a teacher ; but what it has to 
do with Milton, unless in the case of such authors 
as may be shown to have influenced his style or 
torn of thought, one does not clearly see. Most 
readers of a life of Milton may be presumed to 
have s<mie knowledge of the general literary history 
of the time, or at any rato to have Uie means of 
acquiring it, and Milton's manner (his style was 
his own) was very little affected by any of the 
English poets, with the single exception, in his ear- 
lier poems, of Oeorge Wither. Mr. Masson also 
has something to say about everybody, from Went- 
worth to the obscurest Brownist &tnatic who was 
so much as heard of in England during Milton's 
lifetime. If this theory of a biographer's duty 
should hold, our grandchildren may expect to see 
^ ALdfe of Thaclroray, or who was who in England, 
France, and Grermany during tiie first Half of the 
Nineteenth Century." These digressions of Mr. 
Masson's from what should have been his main 
topic (he always seems somehow to be ^^ complet- 
ing his tendency towards the suburbs " of his sub- 
Tfi^^y gi^o him an uneasy feeling that he must get 
Milton in somehow or other at intervals, if it were 
only to remind the reader that he has a certain 
connection with the book. He is eager even to 
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discuss a mere hypothesis, though an nntenaUe 
one, if it will only increase the number of pages de> 
voted specially to Milton, and thus lessen the ap- 
parent disproportion between the historical and 
the biographical matter. Milton tells ns that his 
morning wont had been *^ to read good authors, or 
cause them to be read, till the attention be weary, 
or memory haye his full fraught ; then with useful 
and generous labors preserring the body's health 
and hardiness, to render lightsome, dear, and not 
lumpish obedience to the mind, to the cause of re- 
ligion and our country's liberty when it shall re- 
quire firm hearts in sound bodies to stand and 
cover their stations rather than see the ruin of our 
Protestantism and the enforcement of a slavish 
life." Mr. Masson snatches at the hint : ^^ This is 
interesting," he says; ^^ Milton, it seems, has for 
some time been practising drill I The City ArtiL 
lery Ghround was near. . . • Did Milton among 
others make a habit of going there of mornings? 
Of this more hereafter." When Mr. Masson re- 
turns to the subject he speaks of Milton's ^^all but 
positive statement . . . that in the spring of 1642, 
or a few months before the breaking out of the 
Civil War, he was in the habit of spending a part 
of each day in military exercise eomewhere not far 
from his house in Aldersgate Street.'' What he 
puts by way of query on page 402 has become 
downright certainty seventy-nine pages further on. 
The passage from Milton's tract makes no ^ state- 
ment " of the kind it pleases Mr. Masson to as- 
sume. It is merely a Miltonian way of saying that 
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he tofik regnlar ezeroise, because he belieTed diat 
moral no less than physdoal ooorage demanded a 
sound body. And what proof does Mr. Massoa 
Iwing to confirm his theory? Nothing more nor 
less than two or three passages in ^^ Paradise Lost," 
o£ which I shall quote only so much as is essential 
to his argument: — 



AdTaaoed 2b Tiew they ■tend, » horrid front 
Of dxeadfnl length and daTiling arms, in gniae 
Of w ar riu CT old with ordered apear and ahield. 
Awaiting what onmmand their mighty ohief 
Hnd to impoae." ^ 

Mr. Masson assures us that ^^ there are touches in 
this description (as, for example, the ordering of 
anns at the moment of halt, and without word of 
command) too exact and technical to have occurred 
to a mere dTilian. Again, at the same review • . • 

' He now prepared 
ToQieak; whereat their doubled rmnka Uiey bend 
From wing to wing, and half enoloae him roond 
^^th an his peezB ; attenlum held them mote.* * 

To the present day this is the very process, or one 
of the processes, when a commander wishes to ad- 
dress his men. They wheel inward and stand at 
^attention.' ^ But his main argument is the phrase 
sported spears,'* in Book Fourth, on which he has 
an interesting and valuable conmient. He argues 
the matter through a dozen pages or more, seeking 
to prove that Milton must have had some practical 
experience of military drilL I confess a very grave 
doubt whether ^^ attention " and ^^ ordered " in the 
passages cited have any other than their ordinary 
1 Book L 5ea-5e7. * Ibid. 615-61& 
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meaning, and Milton oould never have looked on 
at the pike-exercise without learning what ^^ ported ' ' 
meant. But, be this as it may, I will venture to 
assert that there was not a boy in New England, 
forty years ago, who did not know more of the 
mannal than is implied in Milton's use of these 
terms. Mr. Masson's object in proving Milton to 
have been a proficient in these martial exercises 
is to increase our wonder at his not entering the 
army. ^^If there was any man in England of 
whom one might surely have expected that he 
would be in arms among the Parliamentarians," 
he says, ^^that man was Milton." Milton may 
have had many an impulse to turn soldier, as all 
men must in such times, but I do not believe that 
he ever seriously intended it. Nor is it any matter 
of reproach that he did not. It is plain, from his 
works, that he believed himself very early set apart 
and consecrated for tasks of a very different Und, 
for services demanding as much self-sacrifice and 
of more enduring result. I have no manner of 
doubt that he, like Dante, believed himself divinely 
inspired with what he had to utter, and, if so, why 
not also divinely guided in what he should do or 
leave undone? Milton wielded in the cause he 
loved a weapon far more effective than a sword. 

It is a necessary result of Mr. Masson's method, 
that a great deal of space is devoted to what might 
have befallen his hero and what he might have 
seen. This leaves a broad margin indeed for the 
insertion of purely hypothetical incidents. Nay, so 
desperately addicted is he to what he deems the 
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vivid style of writing, that lie even goes out of his 
way to imagine what might have happened to any- 
body living at the same time with Milton. Having 
told ns fairly enough how Shakespeare, on his last 
visit to London, perhaps saw Milton *^ a fair child 
of six playing at his father's door," he must needs 
conjnre up an imaginary supper at the Mermaid. 
^^AliI what an evening . . . was that; and how 
Ben and Shakespeare he4ongued each other, while 
the others listened and wondered ; and how, when 
the company dispersed, the sleeping street heard 
their departing footsteps, and the stars shone down 
on the old roofs." Certainly, if we may believe 
the old song, the stars ^^ had nothing else to do," 
though their chance of shining in the middle of a 
London November may perhaps be reckoned very 
doubtfuL An author should consider how largely 
the art of writing consists in knowing what to leave 
in the inkstand. 

Mr. Masson's volumes contain a great deal of 
very valuable matter, whatever one may think of 
its bearing upon the life of Milton. The chapters 
devoted to Scottish affidrs are particularly interest- 
ing to a student of the Ghreat Rebellion, its causes 
and concomitants. His analyses of the two armies, 
of the Parliament, and the Westminster Assembly, 
are sensible additions to our knowledge. A too 
painful thoroughness, indeed, is the criticism we 
should make on his work as a biography. Even 
as a history, the reader might complain that it 
confuses by the multiplicity of its details, while it 
wearies by want of continuity. Mr. Masson lacks 
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the skill of an aooompliahed stoiy-teller. A &et 
is to him a &et, never mind how unessential, and 
he misses the breadth of troth in his devotion to 
aoourac^. The very order of his title-page, ^^ The 
Life of Milton, narrated in Connection with the 
Political, Ecclesiastical, and Literary EQstoryof his 
Time," shows, it should seem, a misconception of 
the true nature of his subject Milton's chief im- 
portance, it might be &irly said his only impor- 
tance, is literary. His place is fixed as the moat 
classical of our poets. 

Neither in politics, theology, nor social ethics, 
did Milton leave any distinguishable trace on the 
thought of his time or in the history of opinion. 
In all these lines of his activity circumstances 
forced upon him the position of a controversialist 
whose aims and results are by the necessity of the 
case desultory and ephemeral Hooker before him 
and Hobbes after him had a ha firmer gnup of 
fundamental principles than he. His studies in 
these matters were perfunctory and occasional, and 
his opinions were heated to the temper of the times 
and shaped to the instant exigencies of the forum, 
sometimes to his own convenience at the moment, 
instead of being the slow result of a deliberate 
judgment enlightened by intellectual and above all 
historical sympathy with his subject His interest 
was rather in the occ^on than the matter of the 
controversy. No aphorisms of political science are 
to be gleaned from his writings as from those of 
Burke. His intense personality could never so ha 
dissociate itself from the question at issue as to see 
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it in its larger seope and mare nmyersal relations. 
He was essentially a doctrinaire^ ready to sacrifice 
ereiything to what at the moment seemed the ab- 
stract tmth, and with no regard to historical ante- 
cedents and consequences, provided those of scho- 
lastic logic were carefully obserred. He has no 
respect for usage or tradition except when they 
count in his favor, and sees no virtue in that power 
of the past over the minds and conduct of men 
which alone insures^ the continuity of national 
growth and is the great saf ^^nard of order and 
progress. The life of a nation was of less impor- 
tance to him than that it should be conformed to 
obtain principles of belief and conduct. Burke 
could distil political wisdom out of history because 
he had a prof oimd consciousness of the soul that 
underlies and outlives events, and of the national 
character that gives them meaning and coherence. 
Accordingly his wordis are still living and opera- 
tive, while Milton's pamphlets are strictly occa- 
siimal and no longer interesting except as they 
illustrate him. In the Latin ones especially there 
ii an odd mixture of the pedagogue and the public 
orator. His training, so &r as it was thorough, so 
far, indeed, as it may be called optional, was purely 
poetical and artistic. A true Attic bee, he made 
boot on every lip where there was a trace of truly 
classic honey. 

Milton, indeed, could hardly have been a match 
for some of his antagonists in theological and 
ecclesiastical learning. But he brought into the 
contest a white heat of personal conviction that 
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oonnted for mnoL His sdf-oonsoiaiisiiefls, always 
active, identified him witii tiie caase he undertook. 
^ I oonceiyed myself to be now not as mine own 
person, bat as a member inoorporate into that 
truth whereof I was persuaded and whereof I had 
declared myself openly to be the partaker." ^ Ac- 
cordingly it does not so much seem that he is the 
advocate of Puritanism, Freedom of Conscience, or 
the People of England, as that all these are Ae, 
and that he is speaking for himself. He was not 
nice in the choice of his missiles, and too often 
borrows a dirty liunp from the dunghill of Lather ; 
but now and then the gnarled sticks of controversy 
turn to golden arrows of Phcebus in his trembling 
hands, singing as they fly and carrying their mes- 
sages of doom in music. Then, truly, in his prose 
as in his verse, his is the large utterance of the 
early gods, and there is that in him which tramples 
all learning under his victorious feet. Enmi the 
first he looked upon himself as a man dedicated 
and set apart He had that sublime persuasion of 
a divine mission which sometimes lifts his speech 
from personal to cosmopolitan significance; his 
genius unmistakably asserts itself from time to 
time, calling down fire from heaven to kindle the 
sacrifice of irksome private duty, and turning the 
hearthstone of an obscure man into an altar for the 
worship of mankind. Plainly enough here was a 
man who had received something other than Epis- 
copal ordination. Mysterious and awful powers 
had laid their unimaginable hands on that fair 

^ Apology far SmectifMnuuB, 
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liead and deyoted it to a nobler servioe. Yet it 
mnst be confessed that, with the single ezoeption 
of the ^ Areopagitiea," Milton's tracts are weari- 
some reading, and going through them is like 
along sea-voyage whose monotony is more than 
compensated for the moment by a stripe of phos- 
phorescence heaping before yon in a drift of star- 
sown snow, coiling away behind in winking disks 
of silver, as if the conscious element were giving 
out all the moonlight it had garnered in its loyal 
depths since first it gazed upon its pallid regent. 
Which, being interpreted, means that his prose is 
of value because it is Milton's, because it some- 
times exhibits in an inferior degree the qualities of 
his verse, and not for its power of thought, of rea> 
soning, or of statement. It is valuable, where it is 
best, for its inspiring quality, like the fervencies of 
a Hebrew prophet. The English translation of 
the Bible had to a very great degree Judaized, not 
the English mind, but the Puritan temper. Those 
fierce enthusiasts could more easily find elbow-room 
for their consciences in an ideal Israel than in a 
practical England. It was convenient to see Ama- 
lek or Fhilistia in the men who met them in the 
field, and one unintelligible horn or other of the 
Beast in their theological opponents. The spiritual 
provincialism of the Jewish race found something 
congenial in the English mind. Their national 
egotism quintessentiaUzed in the prophets was es- 
pecially sympathetic with the personal egotism of 
Milton. It was only as an inspired and irrespon- 
sible person that he could live on decent terms with 
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his own self-oonfident individuality. There is an 
intolerant egotism which identifies itself with om- 
nipotence,^ and whose sublimity is its apology; 
there is an intolerable egotism which subordinates 
the sun to the watch in its own fob. Milton's was 
of the former kind, and accordingly the finest pas- 
sages in his prose and not the least fine in his Terse 
are autobiographic, and this \b the more striking 
that they are often unconsciously so. Those fallen 
angels in utter ruin and combustion hurled, are 
also cavaliers fighting against the Gh>od Old Cause; 
Philistia is the Bestoration, and what Samson did, 
that Milton would have done if he could. 

The ^^Areopagitica" might seem an exception, 
but that also is a plea rather than an argument, 
and his interest in the question is not one of ab- 
stract principle, but of personal relation to JiimaAtf- 
He was ha more rhetorician than thinker. The 
sonorous amplitude of his style was better fitted to 
persuade the feelings than to convince the reason. 
The only passages from his prose that may be said 
to have survived are emotional, not argumentative, 
or they have lived in virtue of their figurative 
beauty, not their weight of thought. Milton's 
power lay in dilation. Touched by him, the sim- 
plest image, the most obvious thought, 

''Dilated stood 
like Teneriffe or AtiiM . . . 
. . . nor -wanted in his gTMp 
What Memecf both gpear and ■hield.'' 

1 *' For him I wai not aent, nor yet to free 
That people, Tietor onoe, now Tile and base, 
Deaerredly made Ta«aL'* (P. R., IV. 181-140.) 
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But the thin stiletto of Maoohiayelli is a more 
effective weapon than these fantastic arms of his. 
He had not the secret of compression that properly 
belongs to the political thinker, on whom, as Has&- 
litt said of himself, ^^nothing but abstract ideas 
makes any impression." Almost every aphoristic 
phrase that he has made current is borrowed from 
some one of the classics, like his famous 

"lioenee they mean when they cry liberty," 

from Tacitus. This is no reproach to him so &r 
as his true function, that of poet, is concerned. It 
is his peculiar glory that literature was with him 
so much an art, an end and not a means. Of his 
political work he has himself told us, ^^ I should 
not choose this manner of writing, wherein, know- 
ing myself inferior to myself (led by the genial 
power of nature to another task), I have the use, 
as I may account, but of my left hand." 

Mr. Masson has given an excellent analysis of 
these writings, selecting with great judgment the 
salient passages, which have an air of blank-verse 
thinly disguised as prose, like some of the cor^ 
mpted passages of Shakespeare. We are partic- 
ularly thankful to him for his extracts from the 
pamphlets written against Milton, especially for 
such as contain criticisms on his style. It is not 
a little interesting to see the most stately of poets 
reproached for his use of vulgarisms and low 
words. We seem to get a glimpse of the schooling 
of his ^^ choiceful sense " to that nicety which could 
not be content till it had made his native tongue 
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^^ search all her ooffers roand." One cannot help 
thinking also that his practice in prose, especially 
in the long involutions of Latin periods, helped 
him to give that Tarieiy of pause and that majestic 
harmony to his blank-verse which have made it so 
unapproachably his own. Landor, who, like Mil- 
ton, seems to have thought in Latin, has caught 
somewhat more than others of the dignity of his 
gait, but without his length of stride. Words- 
worth, at his finest, has perhaps approached it, but 
with how long an interval! Bryant has not set 
dom attained to its serene equanimity, but never 
emulates its pomp. Keats has caught something 
of its large utterance, but altogether fails of its 
nervous severity of phrase. Gowper's muse (that 
moved with such graceful ease in slippers) becomes 
stiff when (in his translation of Homer) she buc- 
kles on her feet the cothurnus of Milton. Thom- 
son grows tumid wherever he assays the grandiosity 
of his modeL It is instructive to get any glimpse 
of the slow processes by which Milton arrived at 
that classicism which sets him apart from, if not 
above, all our other poets. 

In gathering up the impressions made upon us 
by Mr. Masson's work as a whole, we are inclined 
rather to regret his copiousness for his own sake 
than for ours. The several parts, though dispro- 
portionate, are valuable, his research has been con- 
scientious, and he has given us better means of 
understanding Milton's time than we possessed be- 
fore. But how is it about Milton himself? Here 
was a chance, it seems to me, for a fine bit of por- 
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trait-paintiiig. There is hardly a more stately fig- 
ure in literary history than Milton's, no life in some 
of its aspects more tragical, except Dante's. In 
both these great poets, more than in any others, 
the character of the men makes part of the singu- 
lar impressiveness of what they wrote and of its 
▼itality with after times. In them the man some- 
how OTertops the author. The works of both are 
full of autobiographical confidences. Like Dante, 
Milton was forced to become a party by himself. 
He stands out in marked and solitary individuality, 
apart from the great moyement of the Civil War, 
apart from the supine acquiescence of the Bestora- 
tion, a self-opinionated, unforgiving, and unf orget- 
ting man. Very much alive he certainly was in 
his day. Has Mr. Masson made him alive to us 
again? I fear not. At the same time, while we 
cannot praise either the style or the method of Mr. 
Masson's work, we cannot refuse to be grateful for 
it. It is not so much a book for the ordinary 
reader of biography as for the student, and will be 
more likely to find its place on the library-shelf 
than on the centre-table. It does not in any sense 
belong to light literature, but demands all the mus- 
de of the trained and vigorous reader. ^^Truly, 
in respect of itself, it is a good life ; but in respect 
that it is Milton's life it is naught." 

Mr. Masson's intimacy with the &ots and dates 
of Milton's career renders him peculiarly fit in 
some respects to undertake an edition of the poet- 
ical works. His edition, accordingly, has distin- 
guished merits. The introductions to the several 
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poems are ezeellent and leave acaroely aaything to 
be desired. The general Introdnotion, on the other 
hand, oontains a great deal that might well have 
been omitted, and not a Ktde that is positively 
erroneous. Mr. Masson's discussions of Milton's 
English seem often to be those of a Sootsman to 
whom English is in some sort a foreign tongue. 
It is almost wholly inoondusive, because confined 
to the Miltonic verse, while the basis of any alto- 
gether satisfactory study should surely be the Mil- 
tonic prose ; nay, should include all the poetry and 
prose of his own age and of that immediately pre- 
ceding it. The uses to which Mr. Masson has put 
the concordance to Milton's poems tempt one some- 
times to class him with those whom the poet him- 
self taxed with being ^^ the mousehunts and ferrets 
of an index." For example, what profits a discus- 
sion of Milton's Siirai Xeyofuyoy a matter in which 
accident is far more influential than choice?^ 
What sensible addition is made to our stock of 
knowledge by learning that ^^ the word woman does 
not occur in any form in Milton's poetry before 
^ Paradise Lost,' " and that it is ^^ exactly so with 
the word/emale " ? Is it any way remarkable that 
such words as Adam^ Ood^ Seaver^ HM^ Paror 
disc, SUn^ Satan^ and Serpent should occur ^^ very 
frequently" in "Paradise Lost"? Would it not 
rather have been surprising that they should not? 
Such trifles at best come under the head of what 

1 If things are to be soanned so miorologioally, what weighty 
inferenoes might not be drawn from Mr. Masson's inTSiiaUy print- 
ing &ira( Kryoiiwa ! 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



MILTON 89 

old Warner would have called oumber^minds. It 
is time to protest against this minute style of 
editing and commenting great poets. GnUiver's 
mioroscopic eye saw on the &ir skins of the Brob- 
dignagian maids of honor ^^a mole here and there 
as broad as a trencher/' and we shrink from a cup 
of the purest Hippocrene after the critic's solar 
microscope has betrayed to us the grammatical, 
syntactical, and, above all, hypothetical monsters 
that sprawl in every drop of it. When a poet has 
been so much edited as Milton, the temptation of 
whosoever undertakes a new edition to see what is 
not to be seen becomes great in proportion as he 
finds how little there is that has not been seen 
before. 

Mr. Masson is quite right in choosing to mod- 
ernize the spelling of Milton, for surely the reading 
of our classics should be made as little difficult as 
possible, and he is right also in making an excep- 
tion of such abnormal forms as the poet may fedrly 
be supposed to have chosen for melodic reasons. 
His exhaustive discussion of the spelling of the orig- 
inal editions seems, however, to be the less called- 
for as he himself appears to admit that the compos- 
itor, not the author, was supreme in these matters, 
and that in nine hundred and ninety-nine cases to 
the thousand Milton had no system, but spelt 
by immediate inspiration. Yet Mr. Masson fills 
nearly four pages with an analysis of the vowel 
sounds, in which, as if to demonstrate the futility 
of such attempts so long as men's ears differ, he 
tells us that the short a sound is the same in man 
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and Darby ^ the short o soimd in Ghd and doea^ 
and what he calls the long o soond in broad and 
vyrath. Speaking of the apostrophe, Mr. Masson 
tells us that ^4t is sometimes inserted, not as a 
possessive mark at all, but merely as a plural 
mark : heroes for heroes^ myrtle^ s for myrdes^ Gor- 
gons and Hydra^a^ etc" Now, in books printed 
about the time of Milton's the apostrophe was put 
in almost at random, and in all the cases cited is 
a misprint, except in the first, where it serves to in- 
dicate that the pronmioiation was not herSes as it 
had formerly been.^ In the ^^ possessive singnlar 
of nouns already ending in «," Mr. Masson tells us, 
^^ Milton's general practice is not to double the s; 
thus, Nereus wrinkled looh^ Olaucua spell. The 
necessities of metre would naturally constrain to 
such forms. In a possessive followed by the word 
sake or the word aide, dislike to [of] the double 
sibilant makes us sometimes drop the inflection. In 
addition to ^for righteousness^ sake ' such phrases 
as ^for thy name sake ' and ^for mercy sake^^ are 
allowed to pass; bedside is normal and riverside 
nearly so." The necessities of metre need not be 
taken into account with a poet like Milton, who 
never was fairly in his element till he got off the 
soundings of prose and felt the long swell of his 

^ " That yoa may teU heiote, when yoa oMne 
To banquet irith your wife.*' 

Ohi^Kmaii's Odyssey, YUL 886, 887. 
In the faorimile of the sonnet to Faiifaz I find 

" Thy finn nnshak'n Tertne erer brings,** 
Irhioh shows how mnoli fsith we need giro to tiie apottiophe. 
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▼erse under him like a steed that knows his rider. 
But does the dislike of the doable sibilant account 
for the dropping of the s in these cases? Is it not 
far rather tlie presence of the s already in the 
Bouiid satisfying an ear accustomed to the English 
dovenliness in the pronunciation of double conso- 
nants ? It was this which led to such forms as conr 
science sake and on justice eide, and which beguiled 
Ben Jonson and Dryden into thinking, the one 
that noise and the other that corps was a plural^ 
Wbat does Mr. Masson say to hillside^ Bankside, 
eeciside^ Cheapside^ spvndleside^ spearside^ gospel- 
side (pi a church), nigktside^ countryside^ way- 
side^ brookside, and I know not how many more ? 
Is the first half of these words a possessive ? Or 
is it not rather a noun impressed into the service 
as an adjective? How do such words differ from 
hilltop, townend, candlelight, rushlight, cityman, 
and the like, where no double s can be made the 
scapegoat? Certainly Milton would not have 
avoided them for their sibilanqy, he who wrote 

" And aiiy tongues that syllable men's names 
On sands and shores and desert inldernesses,** 

'* So in his seed aU nations shaU be blest," 

^ Aad seat of iSalmanaHser whose snooess," 

^ Mr. Masson might ha^e oited a g^ood example of this from 
Dmmmond, whom (as a Scotsman) he is fond of quoting for an 
aathonty in "Rngli^l*, — 

*' Sleep, l^enee' child, sweet father of soft rest." 

^Hie snryiral of Horse for kortu is another example. So by a 
rerefse process puU and $kay ha^e been ynlgarly deduced from 
the supposed ]dnra]spu2fe and cftotM. 
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Teraes that liiss like Medusa's head in wrath, and 
who was, I think, fonder of the sound than any 
other of our poets. Indeed, in compounds of the 
kind we always make a distinction wholly indepen- 
dent of the doubled s. Nobody would boggle at 
mountainside; no one would dream of saying on 
thefatherside or moiherside. 

Mr. Masson speaks of ^^the Miltonic forms tnm- 
fuishty markti looht^ etc.'' Surely he does not mean 
to imply that these are peculiar to Milton? Chap- 
man used them before Milton was bom, and pressed 
diem farther, as in naJcH and aafH for naked and 
saved. He often prefers the contracted form in 
his prose also, showing that the full form of the 
past participle in ed was passing out of foshion, 
though available in verse.^ Indeed, I venture to 
affirm that there is not a single variety of spelling 
or accent to be found in Milton which is without 
example in his predecessors or contemporaries. 
Even highth^ which is thought peculiarly Miltonic, 
is common (in Hakluyt, for example), and still 

^ Chftpmaii's speUing k prMomably his own. At leMt lie 
looked after hie printed texto. I haye two oopiee of hie ByromU 
Contpiraciff both dsted 1606, bnt one eyidently printed later than 
the other, for it shows oorxeotionB. The moce sdlemn endin^^ in ^d 
was probably kept aliye by the reading of the BiUe in chuehes. 
Thoogh now dropped by the deigy, it is essential to the right 
hearing of the more metrioal passages in the Old Testament, 
which are finer and more sdentifio than anything in the Uogoage, 
unless it be some parts of Sammm AgomtU$. I remember an old 
gentleman who always need Ihe eontracted form of Ihe partioi- 
ple in oomrersation, bnt always gaye it back its embessled syllaUe 
in reading. Sir Thomas Browne seems to haye pr e f e r red Ihe 
more sdlenm form. At any rate he has the speUiog tmpmmi ^ d 
m prose* 
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often heard in New EnglancL Mr. Maaaon giTee 
an odd reason for Milton's preference of it ** as in- 
dicating more correctly the formation of the word 
by the addition of the suffix ^ to the adjectiye 
high.** Is an adjectiye, then, at the base of growth^ 
earthy birthj truthj and other words of this kind? 
Home Tooke made a better guess than this. If 
Mr. Masson be right in supposing that a peculiar 
meaning is implied in the spelling hearth (Pan^ 
dise Liost, IX, 624), which he interprets as ^^ collec- 
tive produce,'' though in the only other instance 
where it occurs it is neither more nor less than 
birthj it should seem that Milton had hit upon 
Home Tooke's e^^ology. But it is really solenm 
trifling to lay any stress on the spelling of the 
original editions, after haying admitted, as Mr. 
Masson has honestly done, that in all likelihood 
Milton had nothing to do with it. And yet he 
cannot refrain. On the word voutsafe he hangs 
nearly a page of dissertation on the nicety of Mil- 
ton's ear. Mr. Masson tiiinks that Milton ^^must 
have had a reason for it," ^ and finds that reason 
in **his dislike to [of] the sound ch, or to [of] that 
sound combined with s. • • • His fine ear taught 
him not only to seek for musical effects and ca- 
dences at large, but also to be fastidious as to syl. 

1 He ^unkm the flame of the Tariatioii strook and itruekj though 
they were probably pronounoed alike. In Marlowe's Fau8tu$ 
two ooofleenthre flentenoee(in proee) begin with the words "Cureed 
be he that atrook.'' In a note on the paasage Ifr. Dyce telle oa 
that the old editiona (there were three) haye ttroke and ttrooke in 
the Sat inetanoe^ and all agree on Unicke in the aeoood. No in- 
f itenee eaa be drawn from aneh caanaltiea. 
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lables, and to aroid harsh or difficult oonjunctions 
of oonsonants, except when there might be a mu^ 
sioal reason for harshness or diffieolty. In the 
management of the letter s^ the frequency of which 
in English is one of the faults of the speech, he 
will be found, I belieye, most careful and skilfuL 
More rarely, I think, than in Shakespeare will one 
word ending in « be found followed immediately 
in Milton by another word b^;inning with the same 
letter ; or, if he does occasionally pen such a phrase 
as Moab^% sonSj it will be difficult to find in him, 
I belieye, such a harsher example as earOCa «u&- 
stcmce^ of which many writers would think nothing. 
[With the index to back him Mr. Masson could 
safely say this.] The same delicacy of ear is even 
more apparent in his management of the sh sound. 
He has it often, of course ; but it may be noted 
that he rejects it in his Terse when he can. He 
writes Basan for Bashany Sittim for Shittimy 
SUo for ShUohj Asdod for Ashdod. Still more, 
howeyer, does he seem to haye been wary of the 
compound sound cA as in chwrch. Of his sensitiye- 
ness to this sound in excess there is a curious proof 
in his prose pamphlet entitled ^ An Apology against 
a Pamphlet, called A Modest Completion, etc,' 
where, haying occasion to quote these lines from 
one of the Satires ^ of his opponent, Bishop Hall, 

1 The lineB an noe'* from OM of the Satize8,''uidMfltoDiiiMU 
them wone by miflqaotiiig and bringing love jinglingly near to 
grove. Hall's rene (in hia Satires) is always Tigorons and often 
hannonioos. He long before Ifilton spoke of rhyme almost in 
the yery terms of the preface to Paradioe Loat, 
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'Taieh aieh hollow gxore to sound his lore, 
Weftrying echo with one changeless word,' 

he adds, ironioally, ^ And so he well might, and all 
his aaditory besides, with his teach eacht^ " Gen- 
eralizations are always xislqr, bat when extempo- 
rized from a single hint they are maliciously so. 
Surely it needed no great sensitiveness of ear to be 
set on edge by Hall's echo of tecuih each. Did 
Milton reject the h from Bashan and the rest be- 
cause he disliked the sound of 8^, or because he 
had found it already rejected by the Vulgate and 
by some of the earlier translators of the Bible into 
English? Oddly enough, Milton uses words be- 
ginning with sh seven hundred and fifty-four times 
in his poetry, not to speak of others in which the 
sound occurs, as, for instance, those ending in Uon. 
Hall, had he lived long enough, might have retorted 
on Milton his own 

"Manlieif, lesolntetf, hrcajt, 
As the mngnetiok hardeit iron dzaws," 

or his 

'' What mores thy inquisition ? . 
Know'st thon not tliat my rising is thy fall, 
And my promotion thy destnietion ? " 

With the playful controversial wit of the day he 
would have hinted that too much eet-est is as &tal 
to a blank-verse as to a bishop, and that danger 
was often incurred by those who too eagerly 
shutaiedi it. Nay, he might even have found an 
echo almost tallying with his own in 

'* To begirt the almighty throne 
Beseeching or besieging,'* 
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a pun worthy of Milton's worst prose. Or he 
might have twitted him with ^^ a aeqwnt king who 
seekaJ* As for the sh sound, a poet conld hardlj 
have found it imgradous to his ear who wrote, 
** QmMng for angauA and deqdte and tibme, 

or again, 

''Then buBtiiig f ordi 
AfieM loth oonfctons tenon Y6X me loond 
That rest or intermiMum none I find. 
Before mine eyes in oppoai^um aita 
Glim Deatih, my aon." 

And if Milton disliked the ch sound, he gave his 
ears unnecessary pain by verses such as these, — 

'' Straight oonc^ oloae ; then, riaing, dbngea oft 
His ooncftant watc^ aa one who cho&e hia ground " ; 

still more by such a juxtaposition as ^^ matchless 
chief." 1 

The truth is, that Milton was a harmonist rather 
than a melodist. There are, no doubt, some exqui- 
site melodies (like the ^^ Sabrina Fair ") among his 
earlier poems, as oould hardly fail to be the case 

^ BCr. Maanm goea so far aa to conoeiTe it poasible that Milton 
may hare oommitted the Tnlgariam of leaying a t out of dep^gt^ 
''for eaae of soond." Yet the poet oonld bear hooM^st and ^one 
staree and gasps at it — doaCdtt, There is, by the way, a fami- 
liar paasage in which the ch sound predominatea, not without a 
toooh of aA in a smgle oonplet : — 

" Can any mortal jmxtvrt of earth's mould 
Breathe socft diyine endbnting nmjAment ? *' 
So 

" Blotches and blaina mnat all hia flaah emboai," 
andperfaapa 

"I see his tents 
Fitehed about Seehem " 
might be added. 
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in an age which prodnoed or trained the authors of 
our best English glees, as ravishing in their instino- 
tire felicity as the songs of our dramatists, but he 
also showed from the first that larger style which 
was to be his peculiar distinction. The strain heard 
in the ^^ Nativity Ode," in the ^^ Solemn Music," and 
in *^ Lycidas," is of a higher mood, as regards met- 
rical construction, than anything that had thrilled 
the English ear before, giving no uncertain augury 
of him who was to show what sonorous metal lay 
silent till he touched the keys in the epical organ- 
pipes of our various language, that have never 
since felt the strain of such prevailing breath. It 
was in the larger movements of metre that Milton 
was great and originaL I have spoken elsewhere of 
Spenser's fondness for dilation as respects thoughts 
and images. In Milton it extends to the language 
also, and often to the single words of which a pe- 
riod is composed. He loved phrases of towering 
port, in which every member dilated stands like 
Teneriff e or Atlas. In those poems and passages 
that stamp him great, the verses do not dance inter- 
weaving to soft Lydian airs, but march rather with 
resounding tread and dang of martial music. It is 
true that he is cunning in alliterations, so scatter- 
ing them that they tell in his orchestra without be- 
ing obvious, but it is in the more scientific region 
of open-voweled assonances which seem to proffer 
rhyme and yet withhold it (rhyme-wraiths one 
might call them), that he is an artist and a master. 
He even sometimes introduces rhyme with mislead- 
ing intervak between and unobviously in his blank- 
verse: — 
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'* There reel, if any leet can harbour ikert ; 
And, leaawmbling our alBioted powers, 
Consult how we may henceforth most offend 
Onr enemy, our own loss how lepotr. 
How oreroome Uils dire calamity, 
What leinf oroement we may gain from hope, 
If not, what lesdlntion from despatr." ^ 

There is one almost perfect quatram, — 

" Before thy fellows, ambitions to win 
9Vom me some plnme, that thy snooess may show 
Destmotion to tiie rest This pause between 
(Unannrered lest Uion boast) to let thee know *' ; 

and another hardly less so, o{ a rhyme and an as- 
sonance, — 

'* If once they hear that ymoe, their liyeliest pledge 
Of hope in fears and dangers, heard so oft 
In worst extremes and on the perilons edge 
Of batde when it raged, in aU aasanlts.'' 

There can be little doubt that the rhymes in 
the first passage cited were intentional, and perhaps 
they were so in the others ; but Milton's ear has 
tolerated not a few perfectly rhyming couplets, and 
others in which the assonance almost becomes 
rhyme, certainly a &ult in blank-verse : — 

'' Fr(nn the Asian Kings (and Parthian among theae), 
Fr(nn India and llie Golden Chersonese " ; 

" lliat soon refreshed him wearied, and repaired 
What hnnger, if anght hunger, had impaired ^ ; 

"And wiU alike be pnnished, whether thon 
Reign or reign not, thoogh to that gentle brow "; 

1 I think Coleridge's nice ear woold haye Uamed iSbib nearness 
of enemy and calamity in this passage. BCr. Masson leaTCS oat ^b» 
comma after Ifnotj the paose of which is needful, I think, to the 
sense, and certainly to keep not a little farther apart from into, 
rteaoheaeh'M) 
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*' Of ple—iu'e, Imt all plearare to dettroj, 
SftTe what is in deetroyiiig, other joy " ; 

< < Shan all he PandiM, far hi^»pier plaee 
Than this of Eden, and far hi^»pier days''; 

" This my long sofferanoe and my day of grace 
They who neglect and Mom shall nerer taste "; 

" So far remote with dmiimition seen, 
First in his Bast the glorioos lamp was seen." ^ 

These ^uunples (and others might be adduced) 
serve to show that Milton's ear was too busy about 
the larger interests of his measures to be always 
careful of the lesser. He was a strat^ist rather 
than a drill-sergeant in yerse, capable, beyond any 
other English poet, of putting great masses through 
the most complicated eyolutions without dash or 
confusion, but he was not curious that every foot 
should be at the same angle. In reading ^^ Para- 
dise Lost'' one has a feeling of vastness. You 
float under an illimitable sky, brimmed with sun- 
shine or hung with constellations ; the abysses of 
space are about you ; you hear the cadenced surges 
of an unseen ocean; thunders mutter round the 
horizon ; and if the scene change, it is with an ele- 
mental movement like the shifting of mighty winds. 
His imagination seldom condenses, like Shake- 
speare's, in the kindling flash of a single epithet, 
but lores better to diffuse itself. Witness his de- 
scriptions, wherein he seems to circle like an eagle 
Kftjilimg in the blue streams of air, controlling with 
his eye broad sweeps of champaign or of sea, and 
rarely fulmining in the sudden swoop of intenser 

^ ** first in his East," is not soothing to the ear. 
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expression. He was fonder o{ the Tagne, perhaps 
I should rather say the indefinite, where more is 
meant than meets the ear, than any other of our 
poets. He loved epithets (like old and far) that 
suggest great reaches, whether of space or time. 
This bias shows itself already in his earlier poems, 
as where he hears 

'* The/or ojf oorfew sound 
Oyer lome widewatertd Bhore," 

or where he &ncies the shores ^ and sounding seas 
washing Lycidas far away ; but it reaches its di- 
max in the ^Paradise Lost" He produces his 
effects by dilating our imaginations with an impal- 
pable hint rather than by concentrating them upon 
too precise particulars. Thus in a famous compar- 
ison of his, the fleet has no definite port, but plies 
stemming nightly toward the pole in a wide ocean 
of conjecture. He generalizes always instead €i 
specifying, — the true secret of the ideal treatm^it 
in wldch he is without peer, and, though eyeiy- 
where grandiose, he is never turgid. Tasso b^ins 
finely with 

'* ChianiA gli abitaior dell* ombre eteme 
D nmoo soon ddl* tartana tnmba ; 
Tremao le apaaoae atra oaTerne, 
£ r aer oieoo a quel rumor rhnbomba," 

but soon spoils all by condescending to definite 
comparisons with thunder and intestinal convul- 
sions of the earth ; in other words, he is unwary 
enough to give us a standard of measurement, and 

^ There aeems to be aomeUung wrong in tbk wofd tAoret. IXd 
Milton write Moo^ f 
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tlie moment yon fomiah Imagination with a yard- 
stick she abdicates in favor of lier statistical pooi^ 
relation Commonplaoe. Milton, with this passage 
in his memory, is too wise to hamper himself with 
any statement for which he can be brought to book, 
bat wraps himself in a mist of lo(nning indefinite- 
ness; 

"^ He Mllad so loud that an llie hollow deep 
OfheUzewmnded," 

tiins amplifying more nobly by abstention from his 
nsoal method of prolonged eyolution. No cayems, 
howerer spacious, wiU serve his turn, because thqr 
have limits. He could practise this self-denial when 
his artistic sense found it needful, whether for Tari- 
ety of Terse or for the greater intensity of effect to 
be gained by abruptness. His more daborate pas- 
sages have the multitudinous roll of thunder, dying 
away to gather a sullen force again from its own 
reyerberations, but he knew that the attention is 
recalled and arrested by those daps that stop short 
without echo and leave us listening. There are no 
such vistas and avenues of verse as his. In reading 
the *^ Paradise Lost '* one has a feeling of spacious- 
ness such as no other poet gives. Milton's respect 
for himself and for his own mind and its move- 
ments rises wellnigh to veneration. He prepares 
the way for his thought and spreads on the ground 
before the sacred feet of his verse tapestries inwoven 
with figures of mythology and romance. There is 
no such unfailing dignity as his. Observe at what 
a reverent distance he begins when he is about to 
speak of himself, as at the beginning of the Third 
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Book and the Seventh. His sustained strength is 
especially felt in his beginnings. He seems alwajrs 
to start fall-sail ; the wind and tide always serve ; 
there is never any fluttering of the canvas. In this 
he offers a striking contrast with Wordsworth, who 
has to go through with a great deal of ychheav^- 
ohing before he gets under way. And though, in 
the didactic parts of ^^ Paradise Lost,'' the wind 
dies away sometimes, there is a long swell that will 
not let us forget it, and ever and anon some emi^ 
nent verse lifts its long ridge above its tamer peers 
heaped with stormy memories. And the poem 
never becomes incoherent ; we feel all through it, 
as in the symphonies of Beethoven, a great control- 
ling reason in whose safe-conduct we trust impli- 
citly. 

Mr. Masson's discussions of Milton's English are, 
it seems to me, for the most part unsatisfactory. 
He occupies some ten pages, for example, with a 
history of the genitival form itSj which adds noth- 
ing to our previous knowledge on the subject and 
which has no relation to Milton except for its bear- 
ing on the authorship of some verses attributed to 
him agunst the most overwhelming internal evi- 
dence to the contrary. Mr. Masson is altogether 
too resolute to find traces of what he calls oddly 
enough ^^ recoUectiveness of Latin constructions " 
in Milton, and scents them sometimes in what 
would seem to the uninstructed reader very idio- 
matic English. More than once, at least, he has 
fancied them by misunderstanding the passage in 
which they seem to occur. Thus, in ** Paradise 
Lost," XI. 620, 621, 
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** T1iei«f on 80 abjaet ii tbeir ponisbmeiii, 
DisBgQzing not God's lilrnneiw but tiidr own,** 

has no analogy with eorum drformantium^ lot the 
context shows that it is the punishment which dis* 
fignreB. Indeed, Mr. Masson so often finds con- 
structions difficult, ellipses strange, and words 
needing annotation that are common to all poetry, 
nay, sometimes to all English, that his notes seem 
not seldom to have been written by a foreigner. 
On this passage in *^ Comns," — 



** I do not ilimk my sister so to seek 
Or so nnpiriiieipled in Tirtne's book 
And the sweet peace that Tirtae bosoms ever 
As that the single want of light and noise 
(Not being in danger, as I trust she is not) 
Coold stir the constant mood off her calm thoo^^itB," 

Mr. Masson tells ns, that ^^in very strict construc- 
tion, not being would ding to want as its substan- 
tive ; but the phrase passes for the Latin ablatiye 
absolute.*' So on the words forestalling nighty 
^^ L e. anticipating. Forestall is literally to antici- 
pate the market by purchasing goods before they 
are brought to the stalL" In the yerse 

" Thoa hast immanaded while Heairen sees good,*' 

he explains that ^^ whUe here has the sense of so 
long as^ But Mr. Masson's notes on the language 
are his weakest. He is careful to tell us, for exam- 
ple, ^^that there are instances of the use of shvne as 
a substantive in Spenser, Ben Jonson, and other 
poets." It is but another way of spelling sheen^ 
and if Mr. Masson never heard a shoeblack in the 
street say, ^^ Shall I give you a shine, sir?" his 
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experience has been singalar. ^ His notes in gen- 
eral are very good (though too long). Those on 
the astronomy of Milton are particularly Taloable. 
I think he is sometimes a little too scornful of par- 
allel passages,^ for if there is one thing more strik- 
ing than another in this poet, it is that his great 
and original imagination was almost wholly nonr^ 
ished by books, perhaps I should rather say set in 
motion by them. It is wonderful how, from the 
most withered and juiceless hint gathered in his 
reading, his grand images rise like an exhalation ; 
how from the most battered old lamp caught in 
that huge drag-net with which he swept the waters 

1 Bat hiB etymological notes are wofse. For example, '* recreant^ 
lenoonoiiig the faith, from the old French recroirty which again is 
from the mediaral Latin recredere, to 'belieTe back,' or aposta- 
tize." This is pnie ^noj. The word had no such miming in 
either language. He deiives serencUe from sera, and says that 
parle means treaty, negotiation, though it is the same word aapar^ 
Ujff had the same meanings, and was commmdy prononnoed like 
it, as in Marlowe's 

'' What, shaU we parlS with this Ghiistiton ? " 
It certainly nerer meant treaty, though it may have meant negUxO' 
turn. When it did it implied the meeting face to &u)e of the prin- 
cipals. On the yerses 

"And some flowSrs and some hays 
For thy hearse to strew the ways," 
he has a note to tell us that hearse is not to be taken "in our sense 
of a carriage for the dead, but in the older sense of a tomb or 
framework orer a tomb," though the ob-nous meaning is *'to 
strew the ways for thy hearse." How oould one do that for a 
tomb or the framework over it ? 

' A passage from Dante (Inferno, XI. 96-106), witii its refer- 
ence to Aristotle, would haTC given him the "M»^"i"g of '* Nature 
taught art," which seems to puzzle him. A study of Dante and 
of his earlier commentators would also have been of great sernoe 
in the astronomical notes. 
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of learning, he could conjure a tall genius to build 
his palaces. Whatever he touches swells and tow- 
ers. That wonderful passage in ^^ Comus '^ of the 
airy tongues, perhaps the most imaginative in sug- 
gestion he ever wrote, was conjured out of a dry 
sentence in Purohas's abstract of Marco Polo. Such 
examples help us to understand the poet. When I 
find that Sir Thomas Browne had said before Mil- 
ton, that Adam ^^ was the wisest ofaU men svnce^^^ 
I am glad to find this link between the most pro- 
found and the most stately imagination of that age. 
Such parallels sometimes give a hint also of the 
historical develojmient of our poetry, of its apostol- 
ical succession, so to speak. Every one has noticed 
Milton's fondness of sonorous proper names, which 
have not only an acquired imaginative value by as- 
sociation, and so serve to awaken our poetic sensi- 
bilities, but have likewise a merely musical signi- 
ficance. This he probably caught from Marlowe, 
traces of whom are frequent in him. There is cer- 
tainly something of what afterwards came to be 
called Miltonic in more than one passage of ^^ Tam- 
burlaine,'' a play in which gigantic force seems 
struggling from the block, as in Michel Angelo's 
Dawn. 

Mr. Masson's remarks on the versification of 
Milton are, in the main, judicious, but when he 
ventures on particulars, one cannot always agree 
with him. He seems to understand that our pros- 
ody is accentual merely, and yet, when he comes to 
what he calls variatione^ he talks of the ^^ substitu- 
tion of the Trochee, the Pyrrhic, or the Spondee, 
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for the regular Iambus, or of the AnapflBst, the 
Dactyl, the Tribrach, etc., for the same/' This is 
always misleading. The shift of the accent in 
what Mr. Masson calls ^^ dissyllabic yariations '' is 
common to all pentameter verse, and, in the other 
case, most of the words cited as trisyllables either 
were not so in Milton's day,^ or were so or not at 
choice of the poet, according to their place in the 
verse. There is not an elinon of Milton's without 
precedent in the dramatists from whom he learned 
to write blank-verse. Milton was a greater metrist 
than any of them, except Marlowe and Shake- 
speare, and he employed the elision (or the slur) 
oftener than they to give a faint undulation or re- 
tardation to his verse, only because his epic form 
demanded it more for variety's sake. How Milton 
would have read them, is another question. He 
certainly often marked them by an apostrophe in 
his manuscripts. He doubtiess composed accord- 
ing to quantity, so far as that is possible in Eng- 
lish, and as Cowper somewhat extravagantiy says, 
^* gives aknostas many proo&of it in his ^Paradise 
Lost ' as there are lines in the poem." ^ But when 
Mr. Masson tells us that 

'< Self-led and flelf-omiimed : if thk hSL,'' 
and 

" Dwellfl in all HeaTen oharity so me," 

are ^^ only nine syllables," and that in 

^ Almost erery oombinatioii of two Toweli might in tiiose da ji 
be a diphthong or not, at wilL Milton's praetioe of elision was 
confiimed and sometimes (perhaps) modified by his stady of the 
Italians, with whose nsage in this respect he closely conforms. 

3 Letter to Rot. W. Bagot, 4th January, 1791. 
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^ Crefttod honest that twim ihe ooeon-fftream," 

^either the third foot mnst be read as an anapaest 
or the word hugeat must be pronounced as one syl- 
lable, hug^st^^ I think Milton would have inyobsd 
the soul of Sir John Cheek. Of course Milton 
read it 

'* Created hngest that swim th* ocean-Btream," 

just as he wrote (if we may trust Mr. Masson's 
facsimile) 

^ TkoB mag the uncouth swain to th' oaks and rills," 

a verse in which both hiatus and elision occur pre- 
cisely as in the Italian poets.^ ^^ Gest that swim " 
would be rather a knotty anapa^t^t an insupporta- 
ble foot indeed! And why is even hug^st worse 
than Shakespeare's 

'* Young' 9t follower of thy dmm " ? 

In the same way he says of 

'* For we ha^e also our OTening and onr mom," 

that ^^ the metre of this line is irregular/' and of 
the rapidly fine 

" Game flying and in mid air aload thns cried,'' 

that it is *^ a line of unusual metre." Why more 
unusual than 

*' As beii« the contrary to his high wm " ? 

What would Mr. Masson say to these three verses 
from Dekkar ? — 

^ So Dante: — 

" Ma sapienza e amore e yirtute." 
So Donne: — 

'* Simony and sodomy in chnxohmen's lires." 
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^AaAh^owingwomsuSlL, I miue thoa art lo poor " ; 

'* I fan away ihe djit^flyifkg in mine eyea " ; 

'' Flowing o'er with court news onlj of yon and iSbemJ* 

All such participles (where no consonant divided 
the Towels) were normally of one syllable, permis- 
sibly of two.^ If Mr. Masson had studied the 
poets who preceded Milton as he has studied him^ 
he would neyer have said that the verse 

"Not tfaia rook only ; his omnip ro a o nee fiUs," 

was ^* peculiar as having a distinct syllable of over- 
measure." He retains Milton's spelling of hunderd 
without perceiving the metrical reason for it, that 
d^ t^ p, bj &c., followed by I or r, might be either 
of two or of three syllables. In Marlowe we find 
it both ways in two consecutive verses : — 

" A hundred [hnnderSd] and fifty thonaand horae, 
Two hundred tfaonaand foot, braTe men at arms.'' ' 

Mr. Masson is especially puzzled by verses ending 
in one or more unaccented syllables, and even ar- 
gues in his Introduction that some of them might 
be reckoned Alexandrines. He cites some lines of 
Spenser as confirming his theory, forgetting that 
rhyme wholly changes the conditions of the case 

^ Mr. Masson is eyidently not Tery familiar at fbst hand with 
the yenifioation to which Milton's yoathfnl ear had been trained, 
but seems to have learned something from Abbott's 8hakeq)eari€M 
Orammar in the interral between writing his notes and his Intro- 
dnotion. Walker's Shaketpeare's Versification wonld have been a 
great help to him in default of original knowledge. 

s Milton has a Terse in Commm where the « is elided from the 
word niter by its preceding a Towel : — 

'* HeaTen keep my sister I again, again, and near I " 
This would haye been impossible before a < 
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by knowing the aooent (appreciably even now, but 
more emphatically in Spenser^s day) on the last 
syllable. 

" A ipizit and jndgmeitfe equal or faperior," 

he calls ^^ a remarkably anomalous line, consisting 
of twelye or eyen thirteen syllables.'' Surely Mil- 
ton's ear would never have tolerated a dissyllabic 
^^ spirit " in such a position. The word was then 
more commonly of one syllable, though it might be 
two, and was accordingly spelt spreet (still surviv- 
ing in sprite)^ sprite and even 9pirt^ as Milton him- 
self spells it in one of Mr. Masson's facsimiles.^ 
Shakespeare, in the verse 

" Hath pat a spiiit of yonth in ereryUiiog/' 

uses the word admirably well in a position where 
it ccmnot have a metrical value of more than one 
syllable, while it gives a dancing movement to the 
verse in keeping with the sense. Our old metrists 
were careful of elasticity, a quality which modem 
verse has lost in proportion as our language has 
stiffened into uniformity under the benumbing fin- 
gers of pedants. 

This discussion of the value of syllables is not so 
trifling as it seems. A great deal of nonsense has 
been written about imperfect measures in Shake- 
speare, and of the admirable dramatic effect pro- 
duced by filling up the gaps of missing syllables 
with pauses or prolongations of the voice in read- 
ing. In rapid, abrupt, and passionate dialogue 
this is i)0ssible, but in passages of continuously 

^ So fprnitoand Bpirto in Italian, eq)en$ and upinm Old French. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



110 MILTON 

level speech it is barbarously absnrd. I do not be> 
lieve that any of our old dramatists has knowin^y 
left us a single imperfect Terse. Seeing in what a 
haphazard way and in how mutilated a form their 
plays have mostly reached us, we should attribute 
sadoL f emits (as a geologist would call them) to 
anything rather than to the deliberate design of 
the poets. Marlowe and Shakespeare, the two best 
metrists among them, have given us a standard by 
which to measure what licenses they took in versi- 
fication, — the one in his translations, the other in 
his poems. The unmanageable verses in Milton are 
very few, and all of them occur in works printed 
after his blindness had lessened the chances of su- 
pervision and increased those of error. There are 
only two, indeed, which seem to me wholly indi- 
gestible as they stand. These are, 

« Burnt after tiiem to the bottomleM j^" 

and 

" With tiiem from blin to the bottomlMB deep." 

This certainly looks like a case where a word had 
dropped out or had been stricken out by some 
proof-reader who limited the number of syllables in 
a pentameter verse by that of his finger-ends. Mr. 
Masson notices only the first of these lines, and 
says that to make it regular by accenting the word 
bottomless on the second syllable would be ^* too 
horrible." Certainly not, if Milton so accented it, 
any more than blay>h6mous and twenty more which 
sound oddly to us now. However that may be, 
Milton could not have intended to dose not only a 
period, but a paragraph also, with an unmuflical 
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yene, and in the only other passage where the word 
oocors it is accented as now on the first syllable : 

*^ T^th hideous mm and oomlniBtioii down 
To bottomlen perdition, there to dwelL" 

As bottom is a word which, like bosom and besom^ 
may be monosyllabic or dissyllabic according to 
drcnmstances, I am persuaded that the last pas- 
sage quoted (and all three refer to the same event) 
gives us the word wanting in the two others, and 
that Milton wrote, or meant to write, — 

" Bnrnt after them down to the bottomleM pit," 

which leaves in the verse precisely the kind of rip- 
ple that Milton liked best.^ 

Much of what Mr. Masson says in his Introduc- 
tion of the way in which the verses of Milton 
should be read is judicious enough, though some of 
the examples he gives, of the ^^ comicality " which 
would ensue from compressing every verse into an 
exact measure of ten syllables, are based on a sur- 
prising ignorance of the laws which guided our 
poets just before and during Milton's time in the 
structure of their verses. Thus he seems to think 
that a strict scansion would require us in the verses 

''So he with diffienlty and labor hard," 

and 

« Oamation, pnzple, aaiire, or specked with gold," 

^ Milton, however, wonld not haye balked at th' bottomkss any 
more than Drayton at th^ r^'ecUd or Donne at th* sea. Mr. Mae- 
son does not seem to nnderstand this elision, for he corrects T th* 
midst tot* the midst, and takes pains to mention it in a note. He 
might better haye restored the n in T, where it is no contraction, 
but merely indicates the pronnnoiation, tut 6* for of and on. 
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to pronounce diffihty and pwrp\ Though Mr. 
Masson talks of *^ slurs and elisions," his ear would 
seem somewhat insensible to their exaot nature or 
office. His diffikty supposes a hiatus where none 
is intended, and his making jmiyZe of one syllable 
wrecks the whole verse, the real slur in the latter 
case being on azure or}^ When he asks whether 
Milton required ^^ these pronunciations in his verse," 
no positive answer can be given, but I very much 
doubt whether he would have thought that some of 
the lines Mr. Masson cites ^^ remain perfectly good 
Blank Verse even with the most leisurely natural 
enunciation of the spare syllable," and I am sure 
he would have stared if told that ^ the number of 
accents " in a pentameter verse was ^' variable." It 
may be doubted whether elisions and compressions 
which would be thought in bad taste or even vul- 
gar now were more abhorrent to the ears of Milton's 
generation than to a cultivated Italian would be 
the hearing Dante read as prose. After all, what 
Mr. Masson says may be reduced to the in&llible 
axiom that poetry should be read as poetry. 

Mr. Masson seems to be right in his main prin- 
ciples, but the examples he quotes make one doubt 
whether he knows what a verse is. For example, 
he thinks it would be a ^^ horror," if in the verse 

'* lliat inTiiioible Samton far renowned " 

we should lay the stress on the first syllable of ifir 
vincible. It is hard to see why this should be 
worse than c6nventicle or rimonstrance or succes- 

1 Exactly analogona to thftfe in treasurer when it is shortened to 
two syUahles. 
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Bor or inodmpcttihU^ (the three latter used by the 
correct Danid) or why Mr. Masson should clap an 
accent on swrfhce merely because it comes at the 
end of a verse, and deny it to inrnncible. If one 
read the verse just cited with those that go with it, 
he will find that the accent must come on the first 
syllable of irwincihlej or else the whole passage be> 
comes chaos.^ Should we refuse to say chleeged 
with Pope because the &shion has changed? From 
its apparently greater freedom in skilful hands, 
blank verse gives more scope to sciolistic theorizing 
and dogmatism than the rhyming pentameter coup- 
let, but it is safe to say that no verse is good in the 
one that would not be good in the other when han- 
dled by a master like Dryden. Milton, like other 
great poets, wrote some bad verses, and it is wiser 
to confess that they are so than to conjure up some 
unimaginable reason why the reader diould accept 
them as the better for their badness. Such a bad 
verse is 

" Rooki, oftTet, lakesy/eiw, bogs, den» and shspet of deAth,*' 

which might be cited to illustrate Pope's 

" And ten low words oft creep in one dull line." 

Milton cannot certainly be taxed with any par- 
tiality for low words. He rather loved them tall, 
as the Prussian Ejng loved men to be six feet 
high in their stockings, and fit to go into the gren- 

^ Milton himself lias ffwitibU^ for we cannot suppose him goilty 
of aTeiselike 

'* Shooti inylsible Tirtne eren to the deep," 
while, if read rightly, it has just one of tibose sweeping elisions 
thafthelored. 
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adiers. He loved them as mucli for their masic 
as for their meaning, — perhaps more. His style, 
therefore, when it has to deal with commoner 
things, is apt to grow a little cumbrous and un- 
wieldy. A Persian poet says that when the owl 
would boast, he boasts of catching mice at the edge 
of a hole. Shakespeare would have understood 
this. Milton would have made him talk like an 
eagle. His influence is not to be left out of ac- 
count as partially contributing to that decline 
toward poetic diction which was already beginning 
ere he died. If it would not be fair to say that 
he is the most artistic, he may be called in the 
highest sense the most scientific of our poets. If 
to Spenser younger poets haye gone to be sung-to, 
they have sat at the feet of Milton to be taught. 
Our language has no finer poem than ^^ Samson 
Agonistes,'' if any so fine in the quality of austere 
dignity or in the skill with which the poet*s per- 
sonal experience is generalized into a classic tra- 
gedy. 

Gentle as Milton*s earlier portraits would seem 
to show him, he had in him by nature, or bred 
into him by fate, something of the haughty and 
defiant self-assertion of Dante and Michael Angelo. 
In no other English author is the man so large a 
part of his works. Milton*s haughty conception of 
himself enters into all he says and does. Always 
the necessity of this one man became that of the 
whole human race for the moment. There were 
no walls so sacred but must go to the ground when 
he wanted elbow-room; and he wanted a great 
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deaL Did Mary Powell, the cayalier's danghter, 
find the abode of a roundhead sohoohnaster tncom- 
patihU and leave it^ forthwith the cry of the uni- 
verse was for an easier dissolution of the marriage 
oovenant. If Ae is blind, it is with excess of light, 
it is a divine partiality, an over-shadowing with 
angels' wings. Fhinens and Teiresias are admitted 
among the prophets because they, too, had lost 
their sight, and the blindness of Homer is of more 
account than his Iliad. After writing in rhyme 
till he was past fifty, he finds it unsuitable for his 
epic, and it at once becomes ^^ the invention of a 
iMurbarous age to set oft wretched matter and lame 
metre." If the structure of his mind be undra- 
matic, why, then, the English drama is naught, 
learned Jonson, sweetest Shakespeare, and the rest 
notwithstanding, and he will compose a tragedy on 
a Greek modd with the blinded Samson for its 
hero, and he will compose it partiy in rhyme. 
Plainly he belongs to tiie intenser kind of men 
whose yesterdays are in no way responsible for 
their to-morrows. And this makes him perennially 
interesting even to those who hate his politics, de- 
spise his Socinianism, and find his greatest poem 
a bore. A new edition of his poems is always 
welcome, for, as he is really great, he presents a 
fresh side to each new student, and Mr. Masson, 
in his three handsome volumes, has given us, with 
much that is superfluous and even erroneous, much 
more that is a solid and permanent acquisition to 
our knowledge. 
It results from the almost scornful withdrawal 
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at Milton into the fortress of his absolute person- 
ality that no great poet is so uniformly self-con- 
scious as he. We should say of Shakespeare that 
he had the power of transforming himself into 
everything ; of Milton, that he had that of trans- 
forming eyerything into himself. Dante is indi- 
vidual rather than self-conscious, and he, the cast- 
iron man, grows pliable as a field of grain at the 
breath of Beatrice, and flows away in waves of 
sunshine* But Milton never let himself go for a 
moment. As other poets are possessed by their 
tiieme, so is he «e{/-possessed, his great theme be- 
ing John Milton, and his great duty that of inter- 
preter between him and the world. I say it with 
all respect, for he was weU worthy translation, and 
it is out of Hebrew that the version is made. Pope 
says he makes Grod the Father reason ^^ like a 
school-divine." The criticism is witty, but inac- 
curate. He makes Deity a mouthpiece for his 
present theology, and had the poem been written 
a few years later, the Almighty would have be- 
come more heterodox. Since Dante, no one had 
stood on these visiting terms with heaven. 

Now it is precisely this audacity of self-reliance, 
I suspect, which goes far toward making the sub- 
lime, and which, &lling by a hairVbreadth short 
thereof, makes the ridiculous. Puritanism showed 
both the strength and weakness of its prophetic 
nurture ; enough of the latter to be scoffed out of 
England by the very men it had conquered in the 
field, enough of the former to intrench itself in 
three or four immortal memories. It has left an 
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abiding mark in politics and religion, but its great 
monuments are the prose of Bnnyan and the verse 
of Milton. It is a high inspiration to be the neigh- 
bor of great events; to have been a partaker in 
them and to have seen noble purposes bytheir own 
self-oonfidence become the very means of ignoble 
ends, if it do not wholly depress, may kindle a 
passion of regret deepening the song which dares 
not tell the reason of its sorrow. The grand loneli- 
ness of Milton in his latter years, while it makes 
him the most impressive figure in our literary his- 
tory, is reflected also in his maturer poems by a 
sublime independence of human sympathy like that 
with which mountams fascinate and rebuff us. But 
it is idle to talk of the loneliness of one the habit- 
ual companions of whose mind were the Past and 
Future. I always seem to see him leaning in his 
blindness a hand on the shoulder of each, sure 
that the one will guard the song which the other 
had inspired. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



DANTEi 

1872 

On the banks of a little river so shrunken by the 
suns of summer that it seems fast passing into a 
tradition, but so swollen by the autumnal rains with 
Italian suddenness of passion that the massy bridge 
shudders under the impatient heap of waters be- 
hind it, stands a oily which, in its period of bloom 
not so large as Boston, may weU rank next to 
Athens in the history which teaches come T uom 

Originally only a conyenient spot in the valley 
where the &irs of the neighboring Etruscan city of 
Fiesole were held, it gradually grew from a huddle 
of booths to a town, and then to a cily, which ab- 
sorbed its ancestral neighbor and became a cradle 
for the arts, the letters, the science, and the com- 
merce^ of modem Europe. For her Cimabue 

^ The Shadow of Dame, being an Essay towaids stndyii^ Bha- 
■elf, his World, and his Pilgrimage. By Maria BVanoosea Bos- 
setti. 

" Se Dio te lasoi, lettor piender fnttto 
Di tna leaone." 
Boston : Boberts Brodiers. 1872. 8to, pp. 290. 

' Hie Florentines should seem to ha^e hiTentod or re-inrentod 
banks,book-keepingby doable-entry, and bills of ezohange. The 
last, by endowing Value with the gift of fern-seed and enabling it to 
walk inrisible, turned the flank of the baronial tariff-system and 
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wrought, who infused Byzantine formalism with a 
suggestion of nature and feeling ; for her the Pi- 
sani, who divined at least, if they could not conjure 
with it, the secret of Ghreek supremacy in sculp- 
ture ; for her the marvellous boy Ghiberti proved 
that unity of composition and grace of figure and 
drapery were never beyond the reach of genius ; ^ 
for her Brunelleschi curved the dome which Michael 
Angelo himg in air on St. Peter's ; for her Giotto 
reared the bell-tower graceful as an Horatian ode 
in marble ; and the great triumvirate of Italian poe- 
try, good sense, and culture called her motilier. 
There is no modem city about which cluster so 
many elevating associations, none in which the past 
is so contemporary with us in unchanged buildings 
and undisturbed monuments. The house of Dante 
is still shown ; children still receive baptism at the 
font (jl mio hd San Giooarmi) where he was 
christened before the acorn dropped that was to 
grow into a keel for Columbus ; and an inscribed 
stone marks the spot where he used to sit and watch 

made the roede safe for the great liberaliier, Gommeree. Tins 
made Money om ni pieeeiit, and prepared the way for its preeent 
emnipotenoe* xortonately it eannot nsiirp the third attribute of 
Deity, — omniaoienoe. But whaterer the ooneeqnenoee, this Flo- 
fentane myention was at fbst nothing but admirable, aeeuring to 
brain its legitimate inflnenoe orer brawn. The latter has begui 
its revolt, but whether it wiU snoceed better in its attempt to 
restore mediaByal methoda than the barons in maintaining them 
remains to be seen. 

^ Gfaiberti's designs haTO been crttieised by a too systematie 
ttsthetioism, as oonf onnding the limits of sonlptore and painting. 
But is not the rilitvo precisely the bridge by ^Hiieh the one art 
I orer into the tenitOTy of the other ? 
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the slow blodks swing up to oomplete the master- 
thought of Amolf o. In the oonvent of St. Mark 
hard by lived and labored Beato Angelioo, the 
saint of Christian art, and Fra Bartolommeo, who 
taught Saphael dignity. From the same walls 
Savonarola went forth to his triumphs, short-lived 
almost as the crackle of his martyrdom. The plain 
little chamber of Michael Angelo seems still to ex- 
pect his return ; his last sketches lie upon the table, 
his staff leans in the comer, and his slippers wait 
before the empty chair. On one of the vine-dad 
hills, just without the city walls, one's feet may 
press the same stairs that Milton climbed to visit 
Galileo. To an American there is something su- 
premely impressive in this cumulative influence of 
a past full of inspiration and rebuke, something 
saddening in this repeated proof that moral supre- 
macy is the only one that leaves monuments and 
not ruins behind it. Time, who with us obliterates 
the labor and often the names of yesterday, seems 
here to have spared almost the prints of the caire 
piante that shunned the sordid paths of worldly 
honor. 

Around the courtyard of the great Museum of 
Florence stand statues of her illustrious dead, her 
poets, painters, sculptors, architects, inventors, and 
statesmen ; and as the traveller feels the ennobling 
lift of such society, and reads the names or recog- 
nizes the features familiar to him as his own thresh- 
old, he is startled to find Fame as commonplaoe 
here as Notoriety everywhere else, and that this 
fifth-rate city should have the privilege thus to 
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oommemorate so many famous men her sons, whose 
daim to jn^minence the whole world would con- 
cede. Among them is one figure before which 
eyery scholar, eyery man who has been touched by 
the tragedy of life, lingers with reyerential pity. 
The haggard cheeks, the lips clamped together in 
unfaltering resolye, the scars of lifelong battle, and 
the brow whose stem outline seems the trophy 
of final yictory, — this, at least, is a face that needs 
no name beneath it. This is he who among literary 
fames finds only two that for growth and immuta- 
bility can parallel his own. The suffrages of high- 
est authority would now place him second in that 
company where he with proud humility took the 
sixth place.^ 

Dante (Durante, by contraction Dante) degli 
Alighieri was bom at Florence in 1265, probably 
during the month of May.^ This is the date giyen 
by Boccaccio, who is generally followed, though he 
makes a blunder in saying, sedendo Urbano quarto 
neUa cattedra di San Pietro^ for Urban died in 
October, 1264. Some, misled by an error in a few 
of the early manuscript copies of the Divina Oofn^ 
media^ would haye him bom fiye years earlier, in 
1260. According to Arriyabene,^ Sansoyino was 

ijji/erfio, IV. 102. 

3 The N<modU Biogmq^ G^niraU gires May 8 as lik birdi- 
day . ^118 IS a mere assiimptioii, for Boocaodo only says generally 
May. The iadication which Dante himself ghres that he was bom 
when the sun was in Gemini woold giye a range firam about the 
middle of May to about the middle of Jnne, so that the 8th is 
oertainly too early. 

* Secolo di DatUe^ Udine edition of 1828, toL iiL Part L p. 
57a 
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the first to oonfirm Boccaccio's statement by the 
authority of the poet himself, basing his argument 
on the first verse of the Inferno^ — 

" Nd mezzo del eunmiii di nostra Tita** ; 

the average age of man having been declared by 
the Psalmist to be seventy years, and the period 
of the poet's supposed vision being unequivocally 
fixed at 1800.^ Leonardo Aretino and Manetti 
add their testimony to that of Boccaccio, and 1265 
is now universally assumed as the true date. Vol- 
taire,^ nevertheless, places the poet's birth in 1260, 
and jauntily forgives Bayle (who, he says, icrwait 
h Botterdam currente calamo powr son libraire) 
for having been right, declaring that he esteems 
him neither more nor less for having made a mis- 
take of five years. Oddly enough, Voltaire adopts 
this allied blunder of five years on the next page, 
in saying that Dante died at the age of fifty-six, 
though he still more oddly omits the undisputed date 
of his death (1321), which would have shown Bayle 
to be right. The poet's descent is said to have 
been derived from a younger son of the great 
Boman family of the Frangipani, classed by the 
popular rhyme with the Orsini and Colonna : — 

" Coloniia, Onmi, e IVangipuii, 
Prendono oggi e pagano domam." 

That his ancestors had been long established in 
Florence is an inference from some expressions of 

^ Amrabene, however, is wrong. Boooaooio makes precisely 
ihe same reokomng in the first note of his Commentary (Bocc 
Oofliento, eto., flrenze, 1844, toL L pp. 82, 83). 

« Dm*. PH., art "Dante." 
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the poet, and from their dwelling having been situ- 
ated in the more ancient part of the cily • The 
most important fact of the poet's genealogy is, that 
he was of mixed race, the Alighieri being of Ten- 
tonic origin. Dante was bom, as he himself tells 
us,^ when the son was in the constellation Gemini, 
and it has been absurdly inferred, from a passage 
in the Inferno? that his horoscope was drawn and 
a great destiny predicted for him by his teacher, 
Brunette LatinL The Ottimo Comento tells us 
that the Twins are the house of Mercury, who in- 
duces in men the facully of writing, science, and of 
acquiring knowledge. This is worth mentioning 
as characteristic of the age and of Dante himself, 
with whom the influence of the stars took the place 
of the old notion of destiny.^ It is supposed, from 
a passage in Boccaccio's life of Dante, that Ali- 
ghiero the &ther was still living when the poet was 
nine years old. If so, he must have died soon after, 
for Leonardo Aretino, who wrote with original doc- 
uments before him, tells us that Dante lost his 
&ther while yet a child. This circumstance may 
have been not without influence in muscularizing 
his nature to that character of sdf-reUance which 
shows itself so constantly and sharply during his 
after-life. His tutor was Brunette Latini, a very 
superior man (for that age), says Aretino paren- 
thetically. LilDd Alexander Gill, he is now remem- 
bered only as the schoolmaster of a great poet, and 
that he did his duty well may be inferred from 
Dante's speaking of him gratefully as one who by 

1 Paradiio, XXTT. » Canto XV. • PwrgaUmo, XVL 
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times ^tBogltt him how man etemiseB hhnaelf." 
Thia, and what 'Villani says of his refining the Tus- 
can idiom (for so we understand Ynsfarli scorti in 
bene parlare ^), are to be noted as of probable in- 
flnenoe on the career of his popiL Of the order of 
Dante's studies nothing can be certainty affirmed. 
His biographers send hun to Bologna, Padua, Paris, 
Naples, and even Oxford. All are doubtful, Paris 
and Oxford most of all, and the dates utterly unde- 
terminable. Yet all are possible, nay, perhaps 
probable. Bologna and Padua we should be in- 
clined to place before his exile ; Paris and Oxford, 
if at all, after it. If no argument in &Yor of Paris 
is to be drawn from his Pape Satan^ and the cor- 
responding jdoias, jdoix, Sathan^ in the autobiogra- 
phy of Cellini, nor from the very definite allusion 
to Doctor Siger,' we may yet infer from some pas- 
sages in the Commedia that his wanderings had 
extended even farther ; ^ for it would not be hard 
to show that his comparisons and illustrations from 
outward tilings are almost invariably drawn from 
actual eyesight As to the nature of his studies, 
there can be no doubt tiiat he went through tiie 
trimum (grammar, dialectic, rhetoric) and tiie 
quadrivium (arithmetic, music, geometry, and as- 
tronomy) of the then ordinary university course. 

1 Thonglk he himself pr e ferred Frenbh, and wrote his Trisor in 
that langoage for two reasons, 'T una percki noi siamo in Franekif 
€ r aUra perckk la parlatwra frwnotKa ipik dUettevcle epik commm 
che tutH U akri lingtiaggi,^* (Proemio, nUJim,) 

^ Inferno, Canto YIL > Paradiso, Canto X. 

« See espeoiaUy Infemo, IX. 112 et seq.; XH 120; XV. 4et 
seq.; XXXIL 25-dO. 
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To these he afterward added painting (or at least 
drawing, — designavo un angelo sapra certe tavo- 
lette ^), theology, and medicine. He is said to have 
been the pupil of Cimabue, and was certainly the 
friend of GKotto, the designs for some of whose 
frescos at Assisi and elsewhere have been wrongly 
attributed to him, though we may safely beUeve in 
his helpful comment and suggestion. To prove his 
love of music, the episode of GaseUa were enough, 
even without Boccaccio's testimony. The range of 
Dante's study and acquirement would be encyclo- 
pedic in any age, but at that time it was literally 
possible to master the omne scihile^ and he seems 
to have accomplished it How lofty his theory of 
science was, is plain from this passage in the Cbn- 
vito : ^^ He is not to be called a true lover of wis- 
dom iJUosofo) who loves it for the sake of gain, as 
do lawyers, physicians, and almost all churchmen 
(li religiosi), who study, not in order to know, but 
to acquire riches or advancement, and who would 
not persevere in study should you give them what 
they desire to gain by it. . . • And it may be said 
that (as true friendship between men consists in 
each wholly loving the other) the true philosopher 
loves every part of wisdom, and wisdom every part 
of the philosopher, inasmuch as she draws all to 
herself, and allows no one of his thoughts to wan- 
der to other things."^ The ConvUo gives us a 
glance into Dante's library. We find Aristotle 
(whom he caUs the philosopher, the master) cited 

^ Vit. Nuav.y p. 61, ed. Penio, 1829. 
2 Tntt m. cap. zL 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



126 DANTE 

seventy-six times ; Cicero, eighteen ; Albertos Mag- 
nus, seven ; Boethins, six ; Plato (at second-hand), 
four; Aquinas, Avicenna, Ptolemy, the Digest, 
Lucan, and Ovid, three each; Virgil, Juvenal, 
Statins, Seneca, and Horace, twice each ; and Al- 
gazzali, Alfrogan, Augustine, Livy, Orosius, and 
Homer (at second-hand), once. Of Ghreek he 
seems to have understood little; of Hebrew and 
Arabic, perhaps more. But it was not only in the 
closet and from books that Dante received his edu- 
cation. He acquired, perhaps, the better part of it 
in the streets of Florence, and later, in those home- 
less wanderings whidi led him (as he says) wher- 
ever the Italian tongue was spoken. His were the 
only open eyes of that century, and, as nothing es- 
caped them, so there is nothing that was not pho- 
tographed uiK)n his sensitive brain, to be afterward 
fixed forever in the Oommedui. What Florence was 
during his youth and manhood, with its Ghielphs 
and Ohibellines, its nobles and trades, its Bianchi 
and Neri, its kaleidoscopic revolutions, ^^ all parties 
loving liberty and doing their best to destroy her," 
as Voltaire says, it would be beyond our province 
to tell even if we could. Foreshortened as events 
are when we look back on them across so many 
ages, only the upheavals of party conflict catching 
the eye, while the spaces of i)eaoe between sink out 
of the view of history, a whole century seems like 
a mere wild chaos. Yet during a couple of such 
centuries the cathedrals of Florence, Pisa, and 
Siena got built; Cimabue, Giotto, Amolfo, the 
Pisani, Brunelleschi, and Ohiberti gave the im- 
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pulse to modem art, or brought it in some of its 
brauohes to its culminating point; modem litera- 
ture took its rise ; commerce became a science, and 
the middle class came into being. It was a time 
of fierce passions and sudden tragedies, of picture 
esque transitions and contrasts. It found Dante, 
shaped him by every experience that life is capa- 
ble of, — rank, ease, love, study, affairs, statecraft, 
hope, exile, hunger, dependence, despair, — until 
he became endowed with a sense of the nothingness 
of this world's goods possible only to the rich, and 
a knowledge of man possible only to the poor. The 
few well-ascertained foots of I^EUite's life may be 
briefly stated. In 1274 occurred what we may 
call his spiritual birth, the awakening in him of 
the imaginative faculty, and of that profounder 
and more intense consciousness which springs from 
the recognition of beauly through the antithesis of 
sex. It was in that year that he first saw Beatrice 
Portinari. In 1289 he was present at the battle of 
Campaldino, fighting on the side of the Gnelphs 
who there utterly routed the Ohibellines, and 
where, he says characteristically enough, ^'I was 
present, not a boy in arms, and where I felt much 
fear, but in the end the greatest pleasure, from the 
various changes of the fight." ^ In the same year 
he assisted at the siege and capture of Caprona.^ 
In 1290 died Beatrice, married to Simone dei 
Bardi, precisely when is uncertain, but before 1287, 
as appears by a mention of her in her father's will, 

^ Letter of Dante, now lost, cited by Aietino. 
^ Ifrfemo, XXI. 04. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



128 DANTE 

bearing date January 16 of that year. Dante's 
own marriage is assigned to various years, ranging 
from 1291 to 1294 ; but the earlier date seems the 
more probable, as he was the &ther of seven chil- 
dren (the youngest, a daughter, named Beatrice) 
in 1801. EQs wife was Gremma dei Donati, and 
through her Dante, whose family, though noble, 
was of the lesser nobilily, became nearly connected 
with Corso Donati, the head of a powerful dan of 
the grandi, or greater nobles. In 1298 occurred 
what is called the revolution of Oian Delia Bella, 
in which the priors of the trades took the power 
into their own hands, and made nobilily a disquali- 
fication for office. A noble was defined to be any 
one who counted a knight among his ancestors, and 
thus the descendant of Cacciaguida was excluded. 

Delia Bella was exiled in 1296, but the nobles 
did not regain their power. On the contrary, the 
citizens, having all their own way, proceeded to 
quarrel among themselves, and subdivided into the 
popolam grossi and papolam tninttH^ or greater 
and lesser trades, — a distinction of gentility some- 
what like that between wholesale and retail trades- 
men. The grandi continuing turbulent, many of 
the lesser nobility, among them Dante, drew over 
to the side of the citizens, and between 1297 and 
1800 there is found inscribed in the book of the 
physicians and apothecaries, Dante cT Aldighiero^ 
degli Aldighieri^poeta Fiorentino.^ Professor de 
Vericour thinks it necessary to apologize for this 
lapse on the part of the poet, and gravely bids us 
1 Balbo, VitadiDanU, Fizraso, 1868, p. 117. 
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take eotirage, nor think that Dante was ever an 
apothecary.^ In 1300 we find him elected one of 
the prion of the cily. In order to a perfect mis- 
nnderstanding of CTerything connected with the 
Florentine politics of this period, one has only to 
study the various histories. The result is a spec- 
trum on the mind's eye, which looks definite and 
brilliant, but really hinders all accurate -vision, as 
if from too steady inspection of a Catharine-wheel 
in full whirL A few words, however, are necessary, 
if only to make the confusion palpable. The rival 
Gterman &milies of Wel& and Weiblingens had 
given their names, softened into Gruelfi and Ghibel- 
lini, — from which Gktbriel Harvey ^ ingeniously, 
but mistakenly, derives elves and goblins, — to two 
parties in Northern Italy, representing respectively 
the adherents of the iK)pe and of the emperor, but 
serving very well as rallying-points in all manner of 
intercalary and subsidiary quarrels. The nobles, es- 
pecially the greater ones, — perhaps from instinct, 
perhaps in part from hereditary tradition, as being 
more or less Teutonic by descent, — were com- 
monly Ohibellines, or Imperialists ; the bourgeoisie 
were very commonly Ghidphs, or supporters of the 
pope, partly from natural antipathy to the nobles, 
and partly, perhaps, because they believed them- 
selves to be espousing the more purely Italian side. 
Sometimes, however, the party relation of nobles 
and burghers to each other was reversed, but the 
names of Guelph and Ohibelline always substan- 

1 Ltfe and Timei of Dante, Londoo, 1868, p. 80. 
* Notes to Sp6lMer'•S3^pAer<^«C^a0fK(a^. 
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tially represented the same things. The fiunily of 
Dante had been Gnelphic, and we have seen him 
already as a young man serving two campaigns 
against the other partjr. But no immediate ques- 
tion as between pope and emperor seems then to 
have been pending ; and while there is no evidence 
that he was ever a mere partisan, the reverse would 
be the inference from his habits and character. 
Just before his assumption of the priorate, how- 
ever, a new complication had arisen. A family 
feud, beginning in the neighboring city of Pistoja, 
between the.Cancellieri Neri and CanceUieri Bian- 
chi,^ had extended to Florence, where the Gruelphs 
took the part of the Neri and the Ohibellines of 
the Bianchi.^ The cily was instantly in a ferment 
of street brawls, as actors in one of which some of 
the Medici are incidentally named, — the first ap- 
pearance of that family in history. Both parties 
appealed at different times to the pope, who sent 
two ambassadors, first a bishop and then a cardi- 
nal. Both pacificators soon flung out again in a 
rage, after adding the new element of excommuni- 
cation to the causes of confusion. It was in the 
midst of these things that Dante became one of 
the six priors (June, 1800), — an office which the 
Florentines had made bimestrial in its tenure, in 
order apparently to secure at least six constitutional 
chances of revolution in the year. He advised 

^ See the story at leng^ in Balbo, Vita di Dante, cap. x. 

3 Thus Foscola Perbi^ it would be more aoeurate to say that 
at first the blacks were the extreme Guelphs, and the whites those 
moderate Gkielphs inclined to make terms with the Ghibellines. 
The matter is obeoore, and Balbo oontradieti himself about it 
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that the leaders of both parties should be banished 
to the frontiers, which was forthwith done ; the os- 
tracism including his relative Corso Donati among 
the Neri, and his most intimate friend the poet 
Giiido Cavalcanti among the Bianchi. They were 
all permitted to return before long (though after 
Dante's term of office was over), and came accord- 
ingly, bringing at least the Scriptural allowance 
of ^^ seven other '' motives of mischief with theuL 
AfEairs getting worse (1801), the Neri, with the 
connivance of the pope (Boni&ce Vlll.), entered 
into an arrangement with Charles of Yalois, who 
was preparing an expedition to Italy. Dante was 
meanwhile sent on an embassy to Bome (Septem- 
ber, 1801, according to Arrivabene,^ but probably 
earlier) by the Bianchi, who still retained all the 
offices at Florence. It is the tradition that he said 
in setting forth : ^* If I go, who remains ? and if I 
stay, who goes? " Whether true or not, the story 
implies what was certainly true, that the ooimsel 
and influence of Dante were of great weight with 
the more moderate of both parties. On October 
81, 1301, Charles took possession of Florence in 
the interest of the Neri. Dante being still at 
Bome (January 27, 1802), sentence of exile was 
pronounced against him and others, with a heavy 
fine to be paid within two months ; if not paid, the 
entire confiscation of goods, and, whether paid or 
no, exile ; the charge against him being pecuniaiy 
malversation in office. The fine not paid (as it 

^ Seeoh di DanU, p. 664. He would seem to have been in 
Rome dming ihe JubUee of 1800. See Infenw, XVIIL 28-38. 
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oould not be without admitting the jnstioe of the 
charges, which Dante scorned even to deny), in 
less than two months (March 10, 1802) a second 
sentence was roistered, by which he with others 
was condemned to be bnmed alive if taken within 
the boundaries of the republic.^ From this time 
the life of Dante becomes semi-^nythical, and for 
nearly every date we are reduced to the *^ as they 
say" of Herodotus. He became now necessarily 
identified with his fellow-exiles (fragments of all 
jMurties united by common wrongs in a practical, if 
not theoretic, OhibeUimsm), and shared in their 
attempts to reinstate themselves by force of arms. 
He was one of their council of twelve, but withdrew 
from it on account of the unwisdom of their meas- 
ures. Whether he was present at their futile as- 
sault on Florence (July 22, 1804) is doubtful, but 
probably he was not. From the Ottimo ComentOj 
written at least in part^ by a contemporary as early 
as 1888, we learn that Dante soon separated him- 
self from his companions in misfortune with mu- 
tual discontents and recriminations.' During the 
nineteen years of Dante's exile, it would be hard 
to say where he was not. In certain districts of 
Northern Italy there is scarce a village that has 

^ Tliat Dante mm not of tlie grandi, or great nobles (what we 
call grandees), as some of his Uographeis haTS tried to make out, 
is plain from this sentenoe, where his name appears low oo the list 
and with no ornamental prefix, after half a dosen dominL Bayle, 
however, is equally wrong in supposing his family to have been 
obsoore* 

* See Wttte, *<Qoaiido e da chi sia oomposto 1* Ottimo Co- 
mento," etc. (Leipsic, 1847). 

• Ott. Com. Parad, XVIL 
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not its tnditioii of him, its sedia^ roccoy apehncOy 
or torre di Dante; and what between the patri- 
otic complaisance of some biographers overwiUing 
to gratify as many proyincial yanities as possible, 
and the pettishness of others anxious only to snub 
Ihem, the confasion becomes hopeless.^ After his 
banishment we find some definite trace of him first 
at Arezzo with Ugnccione della Fagginola ; then 
at Siena ; then at Verona with the ScaligerL He 
himself says : ^^ Through almost all parts where 
this language [Italian] is spoken, a wanderer, well- 
nigh a beggar, I have gone, showing against my 
will the wound of fortune. Truly I have been a 
vessel without sail or rudder, driven to diverse 
ports, estuaries, and shores by that hot blast, the 
breath of grievous poverty ; and I have shown my- 
self to the eyes of many who perhaps, through some 
&me of me, had imagined me in quite other guise, 
in whose view not only was my person debased, but 
every work of mine, whether done or yet to do, 
became of less account.** ^ By the election of the 
Emperor Henry VH. (of Luxemburg, November, 

^ The loose w»7 in whioh miiij Italun ei^holiiw wiito history 
Is as smaaring as it is perpleziiig. For example : Gomit Balbo's 
Ltfe of DanU was published originally at Tmin, in 1889. In a 
note (lib. L cap. x.) he OTprossos a doubt irhether the date of 
Dante's banishment should not be 1808, and inclines to think it 
should be. Meanwhile, it seems never to have oeouned to him 
to employ some one to look at the original decree, still eodsting 
in the archires* Stranger still, Le Monnier, repnnbng the wotk 
at Ilorenee in 1858, within a stone's-throw of the document itself, 
and with fuU permisBion from Balbo to make ooneetioiis, leairw 
the matter just where it was. 

* CanmtOj Ttatt L etap. iii. 
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1808), and the news of his proposed expedition 
into Italy, the hopes of Dante were raised to the 
highest pitch. Henry entered Italy, October, 1810, 
and received the iron crown of Lombardy at Milan, 
on the day of Epiphany, 1811. His movements 
being slow, and his policy undecided, Dante ad- 
dressed him that famous letter, urging him to crush 
first the ^^ Hydra and Myrrha" Florence, as the 
root of all the evils of Italy (April 16, 1811). To 
this year we must probably assign the new decree 
by which the seigniory of Florence recalled a por^ 
tion of the exiles, excepting Dante, however, among 
others, by name.^ The undertaking of Henry, af- 
ter an ill-directed dawdling of two years, at last 
ended in his death at Buonconvento (August 24, 
1818 ; Carlyle says wrongly September) ; poi- 
soned, it was said, in the sacramental bread, by a 
Dominican friar, bribed thereto by Florence.' The 
story is doubtful, the more as Dante nowhere al- 
ludes to it, as he certainly would have done had 
he heard of it. According to Balbo, Dante spent 
the time from August, 1813, to November, 1314, 
in Pisa and Lucca, and then took refuge at Ve- 
rona, with Can Grande della Scala (whom Voltaire 
calls, drolly enough, le grand-can de VSrone^ as if 
he had been a Tartar), where he remained till 
1818. Foscolo with equal positiveness sends him, 

^ MftoohiaTeUi is ihe authority for thin, and is oarelewly cited 
in the preface to the Udine edition of the Codex BartoUmamis 
as placing it in 1812. MaodhiaTelli does no such thing, but 
ezpready implies an earlier date, perhi^ 1810. (See Maeoh. Op. 
•d. Baretti London, 1772, yd. L p. 60.) 

* See Garlyle's Frederic, toL L p. U7. 
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immediately after the death of Henry, to Gxddo da 
Polenta^ at Bavemia, and makes him join Can 
Ghrande only after the latter became captain of the 
Ohibelline league in December, 1318. In 1316 
the government of Florence set forth a new decree 
allowing the exiles to retom on conditions of fine 
and penance. Dante rejected the offer (by accept- 
ing which his guilt would have been admitted), in 
a letter still hot, after these five centuries, with in- 
dignant scorn. ^^ Is this then the glorious return 
of Dante Alighieri to his country after nearly three 
lustres of suffering and exile? Did an innocence, 
patent to all, merit this? — this, the perpetual 
sweat and toil of study? Far from a man, the 
housemate of philosophy, be so rash and earthen- 
hearted a humility as to allow himself to be offered 
up bound like a school-boy or a criminal! Far 
from a man, the preacher of justice, to pay those 
who have done him wrong as for a favor I This is 
not the way of returning to my country; but if 
another can be found that shall not derogate from 
the fame and honor of Dante, that I will enter on 
with no lagging steps. For if by none such Flor- 
ence may be entered, by me then never I Can I 
not everywhere behold the mirrors of the sun and 
stars ? speculate on sweetest truths under any sky 
without first giving myself up inglorious, nay, ig- 

1 A misteke, for Giddo did not beeome lord of RaTenn* tOl 
mwnal jean later. But Booeaedo also aasigiiB 1318 tm the date 
of Danto*! wiihdfawal to that eity, and his fint protector may 
have been one of the other Polentani to whom Gnido (somamed 
NoreUo, or the Yoonger; his grandfather having borne the same 
e)i 
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nominioos, to the populace and city of Florenoe ? 
Nor shall I want for bread." Dionicd puts tlie 
date of this letter in 1316.^ He is oertainly wrong, 
for the decree is dated December 11, 1816. Fos- 
colo places it in 1816, Trqya early in 1817, and 
both may be right, as the year b^gan March 25. 
Whatever the date of Dante's visit to Voltaire's 
great Ehan^ of Verona, or the length of his stay 
with him, may have been, it is certain that he was 
in Bavenna in 1820, and that, on his return thither 
from an embassy to Venice (concerning which a 
curious letter, forged probably by Doni, is extant), 
he died on September 14, 1821 (13th, according 
to others). He was buried at Bavenna under a 
monument built by his friend, Gtddo NoveUo.' 

1 Under this date (1815) a f ovuih cofuf emiicrftb against Dante is 
mentioDed /octo tn anno 1815 dt mense OctobrUper D. JBatnmvsi, 
D. Zacharii de Urbeveteri, oUm et tunc vicarium regium civitatU 
FlorenHm, etc It is f oond xeeited in the decree under whioh in 
1842 Jaoopo di Dante redeemed a portion of his father's propwiy, 
to wit : Una pastessume cum vinea et cum domihm tuper eo, com/^ 
hugtis et nxm eombuttis, posita in populo 8. Jftntofit de Pagnola, 
In the domibus combuetis we see the blackened traces of Dante's 
Irinsman hy marriage, Oorso Donati, who plnndered and burnt 
liie houses of the exiled Bianchi, during die occupation of the citj 
by Charles of Valois. (See De Bomanis, notes on Tirabosbhi's 
life of Dante, in the Horenoe ed. of 1880, toL y. p. 119.) 

* Voltaire's Unnder has been made part of a serioos theory by 
Mons. E. Aronz, who grayely assures us that, during the Middle 
Ages, Tartar was only a oryptonym by whioh heretics knew each 
other, and adds : U n'y a done pa$ trcp h $*iUmnier dee nome bi' 
Morree de Maetino et de Cane donnis d, eee Delia Scala, (2>cmI«, 
hiritique, rSvolutionnaire, et eodaliste, Paris, 1854, pp. 118-120.) 

' If no monument at all was built by Guide, as is asserted by 
Balbo {Vita, L lib. iL cap. zyiL), whom De Vericonr copies 
without question, we are at a loss to account for the piesoiiatioM 
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Dante is said to have dictated the following in- 
scription for it on his death-bed : — 

JtRA MONAXUSHUI StPKBOS PniiBQBTHOKTA LACfVaQTB 

Ltbtbakdo gboeni YOiiYBBvirr Fata qvoTBQYB 

SbD QVIA PAB8 0B8SIT XBUOBIByB HOSPITA 0A8TBIB 
AVOTOREICQVB SVVK PBTIIT FEXJOIOB ASTBIB 
HlO CliAYDOB DaMTBS PATBIIB EZT0BBI8 AB OBIB 
QVBM GKNYIT PABVI FlOBBVTIA MATEB AMOBIB. 

Of which this rude paraphrase may serve as a 

translation : — 

Tlie rights of Monaieliy, tiie Hesrens, the iStrMiin of Fire, tiie Fit, 
In -vision seen, I saqg as far as to the Fates seemed fit; 
But since my sonl, an alien here, hath flown to noUer wars, 
And, happier now, hath gone to seek its Maker 'mid the stars, 
Here am I Dante shnt, exiled from the ancestral shore, 
Whom Florence, the of all least-loring mother, bore.^ 

of the original epiti^h replaced by Bernardo Bembo when he boilt 
the new tomb, in 1483. Bembo*s own inscription implies an al^ 
ready existing monnment, and, if in disparaging terms, yet epi- 
taphial Latin Terses are not to be taken too literally, considering 
the exigencies of that branch of literary ingenuity, ^to doggerel 
Latin has been thought by some miwordiy of Dante, as Shake- 
speare's doggerel Bnglish eidtaph has been thought miworthy of 
him. In both oases the rodeness of the Terses seems to ns a proof 
of anthenticity. An enlightened posterity witii nnlimited super- 
latives at eommawi, and in an age when stone-eotting was cheap, 
wonld have aimed at something more befitting Ihe occasion. It 
is certain, at least in Dante's case, that Bembo wonld neyer have 
inserted in the very first words an allnaion to the Dt Monorchia, 
a book long before condemned as hereticaL 

^ We hare translated laauque by "the Fit," as beiog the near- 
est Faglish correlatiYe. Dante probably meant by it the several 
drdes of his Hell, narrowing, one beneath the other, to the cen- 
tre. As a onrions specimen of English we subjoin Professor de 
Vericonr's translation: "I have saqg the rights of monarchy; I 
have saog, in exploring them, the abode of God, the Fhlegethom 
and the impure lakes, as long as destinies have permitted. But 
as the part of myself, which was only passing, returns to better 
fields, and hi^pier, returned to his Miker, I, Dante, exiled from 
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If these be not the words of Dante, what is internal 
eyidenee worth ? The indomitably self-reliant man, 
loyal first of all to his most unpopular eonvictions 
(his Tery host, Gnido, being a Gnelph), puts his 
Ghibellinism (jura monarchice) in the front. The 
man whose whole life, like that of selected souls 
always, had been a war&re, caDs heaven another 
camp, — a better one, thank Grod ! The wanderer 
of so many years speaks of his sonl as a gaest, — 
glad to be gone, doubtless. The exile, whose sharp- 
est reproaches of Florence are always those of an 
outraged lover, finds it bitter that even his uncon- 
scious bones should lie in alien soil. 

Giovanni Villani, the earliest authority, and a 
contemporary, thus sketehes him : ^ This man was 
a great scholar in almost every science, though a 
layman; was a most excellent poet, philosopher, 
and rhetorician ; perfect, as well in composing and 
versifying as in haranguing ; a most noble speaker. 
• . . This Dante, on account of his learning, was a 
little haughty, and shy, and disdainful, and like a 
philosopher almost ungracious, knew not well how 
to deal with unlettered folk." Benvenuto da Lnola 
tells us that he was very abstracted, as we may well 
believe of a man who carried the Commedia in his 
brain. Boccaccio paints him in this wise : ^' Our 
poet was of middle height ; his face was long, his 
nose aquiline, his jaw large, and the lower lip pro- 
truding somewhat beyond the upper ; a little stoop- 

the regiooB of f atlieilaiid, I am laid hete, I, to whom Floreiioe 
gaye birth, a mother who ezperienoed but a feeble lore." {The 
Life and Times o/DamU, London, 1868» p. 206.) 
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ing in the shoulders; his eyes rather large than 
small; dark of complexion; his hair and beard 
thick, crisp, and black; and his countenance al- 
ways sad and thonghtfuL His garments were al- 
ways dignified ; the style such as suited ripeness of 
years ; his gait was grave and gentlemanlike ; and 
his bearing, whether public or private, wonderfully 
composed and polished. In meat and drink he was 
most temperate, nor was ever any more zealous 
in study or whatever other pursuit. Seldom spake 
he, save when spoken to, though a most eloquent 
person. In his youth he delighted especially in 
music and singing, and was intimate with almost 
all the singers and musicians of his day. He was 
much inclined to solitude, and familiar with few, 
and most assiduous in study as &r as he could find 
time for it. Dante was also of marvellous capacity 
and the most tenacious memory.'' Various anec- 
dotes of him are related by Boccaccio, Sacchetti, 
and others, none of them verisimilar, and some of 
them at least fifteen centuries old when revamped. 
Most of them are neither veri nor hen trovati. 
One dear glimpse we get of him from the Ottimo 
Oomento^ the author of which says:^ ^^ I, the writer, 
heard Dante say that never a rhyme had led him to 
say other than he would, but that many a time and 
oft (molte e spesse volte) he had made words say 
for him what they were not wont to express for 
other poets." That is the only sincere glimpse 
we get of the living, breathing, word-compelling 
Dante. 

1 Liferno, X. 85. 
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Looked at outwardly, the life of Dante seems to 
have been an ntter and disastrous failure. Wliat 
its inward satisfactions must have been, we, with 
the Pairadiso open before us, can form some faint 
conception. To him, longing with an intensity 
which only the word Dantesque will express to 
realize an ideal upon earth, and continually baffled 
and misunderstood, the &r greater part of his ma> 
ture life must have been labor and sorrow. We 
can see how essential all that sad experience was to 
him, can understand why all the fairy stories hide 
the luck in the ugly black casket ; but to him, then 
and there, how seemed it ? 

Thou shalt relinqniah eyeryihiiig^ of thee, 
BeloTed most dearly ; thk tliat arrow is 
Shot from the hoiw of exile first of all ; 
And thoa shalt proye how salt a savor hath 
The hread of otheis, and how hard a path 
To olimh and to desoend the stranger's stairs I ^ 

Come sa di sale. Who never wet his bread with 
tears, says Groethe, knows ye not, ye heavenly 
powers ! Our nineteenth century made an idol of 
the noble lord who broke his heart in verse once 
every six months, but the fourteenth was lucky 
enough to produce and not to make an idol of that 
rarest earthly phenomenon, a man of genius who 
could hold heartbreak at bay for twenty years, and 
would not let himself die till he had done his task. 
At the end of the Vita Nuova^ his first work, 
Dante wrote down that remarkable aspiration that 
Gk>d would take him to himself after he had written 

1 Paraduo, XVIL 
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of Beatrice suoli things as were neTer yet written of 
woman. It was literally fulfilled when the Com- 
media was finished twenty-five years later. Scarce 
was Dante at rest in his grave when Italy felt in- 
stinctively that this was her great man. Boccaccio 
tells us that in 1329 ^ Cardinal Poggetto (du Poiet) 
caused Dante's treatise De Monorchia to be pub> 
lidy burned at Bologna, and proposed further to 
dig up and bum the bones of the poet at Bavenna, 
as having been a heretic ; but so much opposition 
was roused that he thought better of it. Yet this 
was during the pontificate of the Frenchman^ John 
XXII., the reproof of whose simony Dante puts in 
the mouth of St. Peter, who dechures his seat va- 
cant,^ whose damnation the poet himself seems to 
prophesy,' and against whose election he had en- 
deavored to persuade the cardinals, in a vehement 
letter. In 1360 the republic of Florence voted the 
sum of ten golden florins to be paid by the hands 
of Messer GKovanni Boccaccio to Dante's daughter 
Beatrice, a nun in the convent of Santa Chiara at 
Bavenna. In 1396 Florence voted a monument, 
and begged in vain for the metaphorical ashes of 
the man of whom she had threatened to make lit- 
eral cinders if she could catch him alive. In 1429^ 
she begged again, but Bavenna, a dead city, was 
tenacious of the dead poet. In 1519 Michael An* 

^ He nyt after ihe tetnrn of Lonifl of Bayaria to Germanj 
wbieh took plaoe in that year. Tlie De Monorchia waa afterwaid 
oondwnned by the Gonncil of Trent. 

« ParadUoy XXVU. 

• Inferno J XL 

^ See iho letter in Gaye,CarC^^tiie(f»toflrartifft',ToL Lp.lS8. 
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gelo would have built the momunent, bat Leo X. 
refused to allow the sacred dust to be removed* 
Finally, in 1829, five hundred and eight years after 
the death of Dante, Florence got a cenotaph fairly 
built in Santa Croce (by Bicd), ugly beyond even 
the usual lot of such, with three colossal figures on 
it, Dante in the middle, with Italy on one side and 
Poesy on the other. The tomb at Bavenna, built 
originally in 1483, by the father of Cardinal 
Bembo, was restored by Cardinal Corsi in 1692, 
and finally rebuilt in its present form by Cardinal 
Gkmzaga, in 1780, all three of whom commemo- 
rated themselves in Latin inscriptions. It is a little 
shrine covered with a dome, not unlike the tomb of 
a Mohammedan saint, and is now the chief magnet 
which draws foreigners and their gold to Bavenna. 
The valet de place says that Dante is not buried 
under it, but beneath the pavement of the street in 
front of it, where also, he says, he saw my Lord 
Byron kneel and weep. Like everything in Ba- 
venna, it is dirty and n^lected. 

In 1373 (August 9) Florence instituted a chair 
of the ZHvina Commedia, and Boccaccio was named 
first professor. He accordingly began his lectures 
on Sunday, CX^tober 3, following, but his comment 
was broken off abruptly at the 17th verse of the 
17th canto of the Inferno by the illness which 
ended in his death, December 21, 1375. Among his 
successors were IWppo Villani and Filelfo. Bo- 
logna was the first to follow the example of Flor- 
ence, Benvenuto da Imola having begun his lectures, 
according to Tiraboschi, so early as 1376. Chairs 
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were established also at Pisa, Venioe, Piaeenza, and 
Milan before the close of the century. The lec- 
tures were delivered in the churches and on feast- 
days, which shows their popular character. Balbo 
reckons (but this, though probable, is guess-work) 
that the MS. copies of the Dwina Comrmdia 
made during the fourteenth century, and now exist- 
ing in the libraries of Europe, are more numerous 
than those of aU other works, ancient and modem, 
made during the same period. Between the inveup 
tion of printing and the year 1500 more than 
twenty editions were published in Italy, the earliest 
in 1472. During the sixteenth century there were 
forty editions ; during the seventeenth, — a period, 
for Italy, of sceptical dilettantism, — only three; 
during the eighteenth, thirty-four; and already, 
during the first half of the nineteenth, at least 
eighty. The first translation was into Catalan, in 
1428.^ M. St. Ben^ Taillandier says that the 
Cammtdia was condemned by the inquisition in 
Spain ; but this seems too general a statement, for, 
according to Foscolo,^ it was the commentary of 
Landino and Vellutello, and a few verses in the 
Inferno and Pa^adi^o^ which were condemned* 
The first French translation was that of Grangier, 
1596, but the study of Dante struck no root there 
till the present century. Bivarol, who translated 
the Inferno in 1783, was the first Frenchman who 
divined the wonderful force and vitality of the 

^ St Ren^ TaOLmdier, in Bevue Jet i)etix Mimdet, Deoember 
1, 1856, sayt into Spanish. 
^ DanU, ToL iy. p. 110. 
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Commedui^ The expressions of Voltaire repre- 
sent Terj weU the average opinion of ooltiYated 
persons in respect of Dante in the middle of the 
eighteenth oentory. He says: ^^The Italians call 
him divine ; bnt it is a hidden divinity ; few peo- 
ple understand his orades. He has commentators, 
which, perhaps, is another reason for his not being 
understood. His rejmtation will go on increasing, 
because scarce anybody reads him." ^ To Father 
Bettinelli he writes : *^ I estimate highly the cour- 
age with which you have dared to say that Dante 
was a madman and his work a monster." But he 
adds, what shows that Dante had his admirers even 
in that flippant century : ^^ There are found among 
us, and in the eighteenth century, people who strive 
to admire imaginations so stupidly extravagant 
and barbarous."^ Elsewhere he says that the 
Commedia was ^^ an odd poem, but gleaming with 
natural beauties, a work in which the author rose 
in parts above the bad taste of his age and his sub- 
ject, and full of passages written as purely as if 
they had been of the time of Ariosto and Tasso." ^ 
It is curious to see this antipathetic fascination 
which Dante exercised over a nature so opposite to 
his own. 

At the beginning of this century Ch&teaubriand 
speaks of Dante with vague commendation, evi- 
dently from a very superficial acquaintance, and 



^ Sto. Bevre, Camerieg du Lmidiy tome xL p. 109. 

* C&rreq). gin,^ CBkiyTM, tome Vm, pp. 80, 81. 

* E$md $wr U$ maurgj (Eorree, tome zriL pp. 871, 872. 
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that only with the Inferno^ probably from Bivarors 
version.^ Since then there have been four or five 
French yersions in prose or Terse, indnding one by 
TjaTnennaifl. Bat the aosterity of Dante will not 
condescend to the conventional elegance which 
makes the charm of French, and the most virile of 
poets cannot be adequately rendered in the most 
feminine of langnages. Yet in the works of Fau- 
riel, Ozanam, Amp^, and Villemain, France has 
given a greater impulse to the study of Dante than 
any other country except Germany. Into Germany 
the G<mimedia penetrated later. How utterly 
Dante was unknown there in the sixteenth century 
is plain from a passage in the ^^ Vanity of the Arts 
and Sciences '' of Cornelius Agrippa, where he is 
spoken of among the authors of lascivious stories : 
^There have been many of these historical pandars, 
of which some of obscure &me, as MaesA Sylvius, 
Dantes, and Petrarch, Boccace, Pontanus," etc.^ 
The first German translation was that of Bachen- 
schwanz (1767-69). Versions by Eannegiesser, 
Streckfuss, Kopisch, and Prince John of Saxony, 
followed. Goethe seems never to have given that 
attention to Dante which his ever-^alert intelligence 
might have been expected to bestow on so impos- 
ing a moral and aesthetic phenomenon. Unless the 
conclusion of the second part of *^ Faust '' be an in- 
spiration of the ParaduOy we remember no ade- 
quate word from him on this theme. His remarks 
on one of the German translations are brief, dry, 

^ Q4me du CkrMamame^ ettp. ir. 
s Ed. Loud. 1684, p. 109. 
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and without that breadth which oomes only of 
thorongh knowledge and sympathy. But G^ennan 
scholarship and eonstmctive criticism, throng 
Witte, Kopisch, Wegele, Bath, and others, have 
been of preeminent service in deepening the vs^ 
derstanding and facilitating the stady of the poet. 
In England the first recognition of Dante is by 
Chaucer in the ^^ Hugelin of Pisa " of the ^^ Menkes 
Tale," ^ and an imitation of the opening yerses of 
the third canto of the Inferno Q^ Assembly of 
Fonles ")• In 1417 GioYanni da Serravalle, bishop 
of Fermo, completed a Latin prose translation of 
the Commediay a copy of which, as he made it at 
the request of two English bishops whom he met at 
the council of Constance, was doubtless sent to 
England. Later we find Dante now and then 
mentioned, but evidently from hearsay only,^ till 
the time of Spenser, who, like Milton fifty years 
later, shows that he had read his works closely. 
Thenceforward for more than a century Dante be- 
came a mere name, used without meaning by liter- 
ary sciolists. Lord Chesterfield echoes Voltaire, 
and Dr. Drake in his ^^ Literary Hours " ^ could 

^ It is worth notioe, m a proof of Ghaaoer's oritioal jiiclgiiieiit» 
Uiat he oalls Danto " lihe great poet of Itaille," while in tiie 
"^ Gierke's Tale " he speaks of Petrarch as a "worthy derk,'* as 
^ the lanreat poete " (aUoding to the somewhat sentimental cere- 
mony at Rome), and says that his 

''Bhetorikesweete 
Balnmined all Itaille of poetry." 

' It is prohable thatSaokriUe may haye read the Inferno^ and it 
is certain that Sir John HarringtcMi had. See the pre&oe to his 
translation of the Orlando Fwioio, 

> Second edition, 1800. 
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speak of Darwin's ^ Botanic Garden '' as showing 
the ^ wild and terrible sublimity of Dante " ! The 
first complete English translation was by Boyd, — 
of the Inferno in 1786, of the whole poem in 1802. 
There have been eight other complete translations, 
b^inning with Gary's in 1814, six since 1860, be- 
side several of the Inferno singly. Of these that 
of Longfellow is the best. It is only within the 
last twenty years, howeyer, that the study of 
Dante, in any true sense, became at all generaL 
Even Coleridge seems to have been familiar only 
with the Inferno. In America Professor Ticknor 
was the first to devote a special course of illustra- 
tive lectures to Dante ; he was followed by Long- 
fellow, whose lectures, illustrated by admirable 
translations, are remembered with grateful pleasure 
by many who were thus led to learn the full signi- 
ficance of the great Christian poet. A translation 
of the Inferno into quatrains by T. W. Parsons 
ranks with the best for spirit, faithfulness, and ele- 
gance. In Denmark and Bussia translations of the 
Inferno have been published, beside separate vol- 
umes of comment and illustration. We have thus 
sketched the steady growth of Dante's fame and 
influence to a universality unparalleled except in 
the case of Shakespeare, perhaps more remarkable 
if we consider the abstruse and mystieal nature of 
his poetry. It is to be noted as characteristic that 
the veneration of Dantophilists for their master is 
that of disciples for their saint. Perhaps no other 
man could have called forth such an expression as 
that of Buskin, that ^^the central man of all the 
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world, as repreBenting in perfect balance the im- 
aginative, moral, and intelleotoal fiumlties, all at 
their highest, is Dante." 

The first remark to be made upon the writings 
of Dante is that they are all (with the possible 
exception of the treatise De Vidgari Moquio) 
autobiographic, and that all of tibem, including 
that, are parts of a mutually related system, oi 
which the central point is the indiyiduality and 
experience of the poet In the Vita Nuova he 
recounts the story of his love for Beatrice Porti- 
nari, showing how his grief for her loss turned his 
thoughts first inward upon his own consciousness, 
and, failing all help there, gradually upward 
through philosophy to religion, and so from a world 
of shadows to one of eternal substances. It traces 
with exquisite unconsciousness the gradual but cer> 
tain steps by which memory and imagination tran- 
substantiated the woman of flesh and blood into 
a holy ideal, combining in one radiant symbol of 
sorrow and hope that &ith which is the instinctive 
refuge of unavailing regret, that grace of Grod 
which higher natures learn to find in the trial 
which passeth all understanding, and that perfect 
womanhood, the dream of youtii and the memory 
of maturity, which beckons toward the forever un- 
attainable. As a contribution to the physiology of 
genius, no other book is to be compared with the 
VUaNuovct. It is more important to the under- 
standing of Dante as a poet than any other of his 
works. It shows him (and that in the midst of 
affairs demanding practical ability and presence 
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of mind) capable of a depth of contemplative ab- 
straotion, equalling tbat of a Soofi who has passed 
the fourth step of initiation. It enables us in 
some sort to see how, from being the slave of his 
imaginative fiumlty, he rose by self-culture and 
force of will to that mastery of it which is art 
We comprehend the Commedia better when we 
know that Danto could be an active, dearJieaded 
politician and a mystic at the same time. Various 
dates have been assigned to the composition of 
the Vita Nuova. The earliest limit is fixed by 
the death of Beatrice in 1290 (though some of the 
poems are of even earlier date), and the book is 
commonly assumed to have been finished by 1295 ; 
Foscolo says 1294. But Professor Earl Witte, 
a high authority, extends the term as far as 1300.^ 
The title of the book also. Vita iVtiova, has been 
diversely interpreted. Mr. Granow, who published 
an English version of it at Fbrence in 1846, enti- 
tles it the ''Early life of Dante.'' Balbo under^ 
stands it in the same way.^ But we are strongly 
of the opinion that ''New life " is the interpreta- 
tion sustained by the entire significance of the book 
itself. 

His next work in order of date is the treatise 
De Monorchia. It has been generally taken for 
granted that Dante was a Guelph in politics up to 
the time of his banishment, and that out of resent- 
ment he then became a violent Ghibelline. Not to 

1 DanU AUgkierTg lyrisdk QtduAUy Le^ng, 1842, Thefl IL 
pp.4-e. 
« Ftte, p. 97. 
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speak of the oonsideratioii that there is no author 
whose life and works present so remarkable a 
tinily and logical sequence as those of Dante, Pro- 
fessor Witte has drawn attention to a fiict which 
alone is enough to demonstrate that the De Mo- 
narchia was written before 1300. That and the 

Vita JVuova are the only works of Dante in which 
no allusion whatever is made to his exile. That 
bitter thought was continually present to him. In 
the Conmto it betrays itself often, and with touch- 
ing unexpectedness. Even in the treatise De 

Vvlgaari Eloqaio^ he takes as one of his examples 
of style : ^^ I have most pity for those, whosoever 
they are, that languish in exile, and revisit their 
country only in dreams.'' We have seen that the 
one decisive act of Dante's priorate was to expel 
from Florence the chiefs of both parties as the 
sowers of strife, and he tells us {Paradiso^ XVTI.) 
that he had formed a party by himself. The king 
of Saxony has well defined his political theory as 
being *^ an ideal Ghibellinism," ^ and he has been 
accused of want of patriotism only by those short- 
sighted persons who cannot see beyond their own 
parish. Dante's want of fadth in freedom was of 
the same kind with Milton's refusing (as Tacitus 
had done before) to confound license with liberty. 
The argument of the De Monorchia is briefly this : 
As the object of the individual man is the highest 
development of his &culties, so is it also with men 
united in societies. But the individual can only 
attain the highest development when all his powers 

^ CwmmoA M Paradiw, VL 
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are in absoliite subjection to the intellect, and so- 
ciety only when it subjects its individual caprices 
to an intelligent head* This is the order of na- 
ture, as in &milies, and men have followed it in 
the organization of Tillages, towns, cities. Again, 
since GK>d made man in his own image, men and 
societies most nearly resemble him in proportion 
as they approach unity. But as in all societies 
questions must arise, so there is need of a monarch 
for supreme arbiter. And only a uniyersal mon- 
arch can be impartial enough for this, since kings 
of limited territories would always be liable to the 
temptation of private ends. With the internal 
policy of municipalities, commonwealths, and king- 
doms, the monarch would have nothing to do, only 
interfering when there was danger of an infraction 
of the general peace. This is the doctrine of the 
first book, enforced sometimes eloquently, always 
logically, and with great fertility of illustration. 
It is an enlargement of some of the obUer dicta of 
the Cowoito. The earnestness with which peace 
is insisted on as a necessary postulate of civic well- 
being shows what the experience had been out of 
whidi Dante had constructed his theory. It is to 
be looked on as a purely scholastic demonstration 
of a speculative thesis, in which the manifold ex- 
ceptions and modifications essential in practical 
application are necessarily left aside. Dante al- 
most forestalls the famous proposition of Calvin, 
^that it is possible to conceive a people without a 
prince, but not a prince without a people," when 
he says, Non enim gens propter regent Bed e con- 
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ver90 rex propter gentem.^ And in his letter to 
the prinoee and peoples of Italy on the coming of 
Heniy VU., he bids them '^obey their prince, but 
80 as freemen preserving their own oonstitational 
forms." He says also expressly: Animadverten' 
dum sancj qtiodcum dtcUurhumamim genus potest 
regiper tmum supremum principemy non sic inteU 
Ugendum estatab itto unoprodire possint mum- 
dpia et leges municipales. Siabent namque no- 
tiones^ regna^ et civitates inter se proprietates quae 
legibus differentibus regtUari oportet. Schlosser 
the historian compares Dante's system with that of 
the United States*^ It in some respects resembled 
more the constitution of the Netherlands under the 
supreme stadtholder, but parallels between ideal 
and actual institutions are always unsatisfactory.' 

The second book is very curious. In it Dante 
endeavors to demonstrate the divine right of the 
Boman Empire to universal sovereignty. One of 
his arguments is, that Christ consented to be bom 
under the reign of Augustus ; another, that he as- 
sented to the imperial jurisdiction in allowing him- 
self to be crucified under a decree of one of its 
courts. The atonement could not have been accom- 
plished unless Christ suffered under sentence of a 
court having jurisdiction, for otherwise his condem- 

^ Jean de Ifemig bad ainady aaid, — 

" Ge n'en met hoes rob ne prtflaa 



Qn^il emit toi aerf an menu pueple.'' 
{Boman de la Bom (ed. M^on), t. H. pp. 78, 79.) 

* Dante, 8tudien,eixi., 1855, p. 144. 

* Oompaie alao Spinoaa, TVacUttpoUt^ otip, Ti 
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nation would hayo been an injnstioe and not a pen- 
alty. Moreover, since all mankind was typified in 
the person of Christ, the court must have been one 
having jurisdiction over all mankind; and since 
he was delivered to Pilate, an officer of Tiberius, 
it must follow that the jurisdiction of Tiberius was 
universaL He draws an argument also from the 
wager of battle to prove lliat the Boman Empire 
was divinely permitted, at least, if not instituted. 
For since it is admitted that GK>d gives the victory, 
and since the Bomans always won it, tiieref ore it 
was Grod's will lliat the Bomans should attain uni- 
versal empire. In the third book he endeavors to 
prove that the emperor holds by divine right, and 
not by permission of the pope. He assigns suprem- 
acy to the pope in spirituals, and to the emperor 
in temporals. This was a delicate subject, and 
though the king of Saxony (a Catholic) says that 
Dante did not overstep the limite of orthodoxy, it 
was on account of this part of the book lliat it was 
condemned as hereticaL^ 

Next follows the treatise De Vulgari Moqtdo. 
Though we have doubts whether we possess this 
book as Dante wrote it, inclining rather to think 
that it is a copy in some parts textually exact, in 
others an abstract, there can be no question either 
of its great glossological value or that it conveys 
the opinions of Dante. We put it next in order, 
though written later than the OonmtOi only because, 

^ It it imtmctiTe to Mmpate Duite's politioal traatiw with 
thoM of Azittotle and Spmoza. We thus mo mine deariy the 
IhnH ifc t i on e of tiie age in iHiieh he liTed, and ihk may help na to 
a broader Tiew of him as poet 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



164 DANTE 

like the Ih Monarchiay it is written in Latin. It 
is a proof of the national instinct of Dante, and of 
his confidence in his genius, that he should have 
chosen to write all his greatest works in what was 
deemed by scholars a pcttois, but which he more 
llian any other man made a dassio langoage. Had 
he intended the De Monorchia for a political pam^ 
phlet, he would certainly not have composed it in 
the dialect of the few. The De Vulgari JEloqtUo 
was to have been in four books. "Wliether it was 
ever finished or not it is impossible to say; but 
only two books have come down to us. It treats 
of poetizing in the vulgar tongue, and of the diff eru 
ent dialects of Italy. From the particularity with 
which it treats of the dialect of Bologna, it has 
been supposed to have been written in that ci^, or 
at least to furnish an argument in &Yor of Dante's 
haying at some time studied there. In lib. ii. 
cap. ii., is a remarkable passage in which, defin- 
ing the various subjects of song and what had been 
treated in the vulgar tongue by different poets, he 
says that his own theme had been righteousness. 

The Convito is also imperfect It was to have 
consisted of fourteen treatises, but, as we have it, 
contains only four. In the first he justifies the 
use of the vulgar idiom in preference to the Latin. 
In the other three he comments on three of his 
own Canzoni. It will be impossible to give an 
adequate analysis of this work in the limits allowed 
us.^ It is an epitome of the learning of that age, 

^ A Tory good one may be f onnd bk the aizUi Tolnme of the 
MoBiii edifeiaii of Dante, pp. 891-488. 
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pbflosopl&ioal, iheologioal, and scientific. Ab afford- 
ing ilkuitration of the Oommedic^ and of Dante's 
style of thought, it is inTalnable. It is reckoned 
by his conntrymen the first piece of Italian prose, 
and there are parts of it which still stand un- 
matched for eloquence and pathos. The Italians 
(even such a man as Cantii among the rest) find 
in it and a few passages of the Commedia the 
proof lliat Dante, as a natural philosopher, was 
wholly in adyanoe of his age, — that he had, 
among other things, anticipated Newton in the 
theory of gravitation. But this is as idle as the 
claim that Shakespeare had discovered the circula- 
tion of the Uood before Harvey,^ and one might 
as well attempt to dethrone Newton because C!liau- 
cer speaks of the love which draws the apple to 
the earth. The truth is, that it was only as a poet 
that Dante was great and original (glory enough, 
surely, to have not more than two competitors), 
and in matters of science, as did all his contempo- 
raries, sought the guiding hand of Aristotle like a 
child. Damte is assumed by many to have been a 
Hatonist, but this is not true, in the strict sense 
of the word. Like all men of great imagination, 
he was an idealist, and so far a Platonist, as Shake- 
speare might be proved to have been by his son- 
nets. But Dante's direct acquaintance with Plato 
may be reckoned at zero, and we consider it as hav- 
ing strongly influenced his artistic development for 
the better, lliat transcendentalist as he was by na- 
ture, so much so as to be in danger of lapsing into 

1 See Field't Theory ofCoUm. 
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an Oriental mysticism, his liabits of thought should 
have been made precise and his genins disciplined 
by a mind so severely logical as that of Aristotle, 
lliis does not conflict with what we belieye to be 
equally true, that the Platonizing commentaries on 
his poem, like that of Landino, are the most satis- 
factory. Beside the prose already mentioned, we 
have a small collection of Dante's letters, the re- 
covery of the larger nnmber of which we owe to 
Professor Witte. They are all interesting, some 
of them especially so, as illustrating the prophetic 
character with which Dante invested himself. The 
longest is one addressed to Can Ghrande della 
Scala, explaining the intention of the Commedia 
and the method to be employed in its interpreta- 
tion. The authenticity of this letter has been 
doubted, but is now generally admitted. 

We shall barely allude to the minor poems, full 
of grace and depth of mystic sentiment, and which 
would have given Dante a high place in the his- 
tory of Italian literature, even had he written noth- 
ing else. They are so abstract, however, that with- 
out the extrinsic interest of having been written by 
the author of the Cofnmedia^ they would probably 
find few readers. All that is certainly known in 
regard to the Commedia is that it was composed 
during the nineteen years which intervened be- 
tween Dante's banishment and death. Attempts 
have been made to fix precisely the dates of the 
different parts, but without success, and the differ- 
ences of opinion are bewildering. Foscolo has con- 
structed an ingenious and forcible argument to 
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show ihat no part of the poem was published before 
the aathor's death. The question depends some- 
ythaX on the meaning we attach to the word *^ pub- 
lished.*' In an age of manuscript the wide disper- 
sion of a poem so long eyen as a single one of the 
three divisions of the Commedia would be accom- 
plished very slowly. But it is difficult to account 
for the great fiune which Dante enjoyed during 
the latter years of his life, unless we suppose that 
parts, at least, of his greatest work had been read 
or heard by a large number of persons. This 
need not, however, imply publication ; and Witte, 
whose opinion is entitled to great consideration, 
supposes even the Inferno not to have been fin- 
ished before 1814 or 1315. In a matter where 
certainty would be impossible, it is of little con- 
sequence to reproduce conjectural dates. In the 
letter to Can Grande, before alluded to, Dante him- 
self has stated the theme of his song. He says that 
^ the literal subject of the whole work is the state of 
the soul after death simply considered. But if the 
work be taken allegorieally, the subject is man, as 
by merit or demerit, through freedom of the will, 
he renders himself liable to the reward or punish- 
ment of justice.'* He tells us tliat the work is to 
be interpreted in a literal, allegorical, moral, and 
anagogical sense, a mode then commonly employed 
with the Scriptures,^ and of which he gives the fol- 
lowing example : ^^ To make which mode of treat- 
ment more dear, it may be applied in the following 
verses : In eodtu Isrc^ de JEgyyto^ donms Jacoh 

^ Ai by Dante himflelf in tiie ConwUo, 
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de populo hofbaro^ facta est Jwiaa amMiJSeatio 
efuB^ Isrttd potestas e^tM.^ For if we lode only at 
the literal seiiBe, it wgnifien the going out of ^ 
children of Israel from Egypt in ^be time of Moees ; 
if at the all^orical, it nignifies our redemptiim 
through Christ; if at the moral, it signifies the 
conversion of the sool from the grief and misery 
of sin to a state of grace ; and if at the anagogical, 
it signifies the passage of the blessed soul from the 
bondage of this oormption to the freedom of eternal 
glory.'' A Latin couplet, cited by one of the old 
commentators, pnts the matter ccmipactly together 
f or ns : — 

'* Litera gesto refert ; quid eredM aUegoria ; 
Moralit quid agM ; quid ^Mves anagogitL" 

Dante tells ns that he calls his poem a comedy be> 
cause it has a fortunate ending, and gives its title 
thus : ^ Here begins the comedy of Dante Alighieri, 
a Florentine by birth, but not in morals." ^ The 
poem consists of three parts, Hell, Purgatory, and 
Paradise. Each part is divided into thirty-three 
cantos, in allusion to the years of the Saviour's life ; 
for though the Hell contains thirty-four, the first 
canto is merely introductory. In the form of the 
verse (triple rhyme) we may find an emblem of 
the Trinity, and in the three divisions, of the three- 
fold state of man, sin, grace, and beatitude. Sym- 
bolic meanings reveal themselves, or make them- 
selves suspected, everywhere, as in the architecture 
of the Middle Ages. An analysis of the poem 

iPtalmeziT.1,2. 

3 He oommoDly pcefMed his letton with some sooh phrsse ss 
exvl imwuritui. 
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would be out of place liere, but we must say a few 
words of Dante's podtion as respects modem literar 
tore. If we except Wolfram von Eschenbach, lie is 
the first Christian poet, the first (indeed, we might 
say the only) one whose whole system of thought is 
colored in every finest fibre by a purely Christian 
theology* Lapse through sin, mediation, and re- 
demption, these are the subjects of the three parts 
of the poem : or, otherwise stated, intellectual con- 
Tiction of the result of sin, typified in Virgil (sym- 
bol also of that imperialism whose origin he sang) ; 
moral conversion after repentance, by divine grace, 
typified in Beatrice ; reconciliation with God, and 
actual blinding vision of him — ^The pure in 
heart shall see God." Here are general truths 
which any Christian may accept and find comfort 
in. But the poem comes nearer to us than this. 
It is the real history of a brother man, of a tempted, 
purified, and at last triumphant human soul; it 
teaches the benign ministry of sorrow, and lliat the 
ladder of that &ith by which man climbs to the 
actual fruition of things not seen e» qwms ligno 
nonfit^ but only of the cross manfully borne. The 
]>oem is also, in a very intimate sense, an apotheosis 
of woman. Indeed, as Marvell's drop of dew mir- 
rored the whole firmament, so we find in the Comr 
media the image of the Middle Ages, and the sen- 
timental gyniolatry of chivalry, which was at best 
but skin-deep, is lifted in Beatrice to an ideal and 
universal plane. It is the same with Catholicism, 
with imperialism, with the scholastic philosophy ; 
and nothing is more wonderful than the power of 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



160 DANTE 

absorption and assimilation in this man, who oodd 
take up into himself the world that then was, and 
reproduce it with such cosmopolitan truth to human 
nature and to his own individuality, as to reduce 
all contemporary history to a mere comment on his 
vision. We protest, therefore, against the parochial 
criticism which would degrade Dante to a mere par- 
tisan, which sees in him a Luther before his time, 
and would clap the bonnet rouge upon his heavenly 
muse. 

Like all great artistic minds, Dante was essen- 
tially conservative, and, arriving precisely in that 
period of transition when Church and Empire were 
entering upon the modem epoch of thought, he 
strove to preserve both by presenting the theory of 
both in a pristine and ideal perfection. The whole 
nature of Dante was one of intense belief. There 
is proof upon proof that he believed himself in- 
vested with a divine mission. Like the Hebrew 
prophets, with whose writings his whole soul was 
imbued, it was back to the old worship and the Grod 
of the &thers that he called his people ; and not 
Isaiah himself was more destitute of that humor, that 
sense of ludicrous contrast, which is an essential in 
the composition of a sceptic. Li Dante's time, learn- 
ing had something of a sacred character ; the line 
was hardly yet drawn between the derk and the 
possessor of supernatural powers ; it was with the 
next generation, with the elegant Petrarch, ev^i 
more truly than with the kindly Boccaccio, that the 
purely literary Uf e, and that dilettantism, which is 
the twin sister of scepticism, b^an. Ab a merely 
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literary figure, the position of Dante is remarkable. 
Not only as respects thought, but as respects SBsthet- 
ios also, his great poem stands as a monument on 
the boundary line between the ancient and modem. 
He not only marks, but is in himself, the transi- 
tion. Arma virumque canOj that is the motto of 
classic song; the things of this world and great 
men. Dante says, subjectum est homo^ not vir ; 
my theme is man, not a man. The scene of the 
old epic and drama was in thisworld, and its ca- 
tastrophe here ; Dante lays his scene in the human 
soul, and his fifth act in the other world. He 
makes himself the protagonist of his own drama. 
In the Commedia for the first time Christianity 
wholly revolutionizes Art, and becomes its seminal 
principle. But festhetically also, as well as mor- 
ally, Dante stands between the old and the new, 
and reconciles them. The theme of his po^n is 
purely subjective, modem, what is called romantic ; 
but its treatment is objective (almost to realism, 
here and there), and it is limited by a form of 
classic severity. In the same way he sums up in 
himself the two schools of modem poetry which had 
preceded him, and, while essentially lyrical in his 
subject, is epic in the handling of it. So also he 
combines the deeper and more abstract religious 
sentiment of the Teutonic races with the scientific 
precision and absolute systematism of the Bomanic. 
In one respect Dante stands alone. While we can 
in some sort account for such representative men 
as Voltaire and Gbethe (nay, even Shakespeare) 
by the intellectual and moral fermentation of the 
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age in which they liyed, Dante seems morally iso- 
lated and to have drawn his inspiration almost 
wholly from his own internal reserves. Of his 
mastery in style we need say litde here. Of his 
mere language, nothing oonld be better than the ex- 
pression of Sivarol : ^* His verse holds itself erect 
by the mere force of the substantive and verb, with- 
out the help of a single epithet." We will only add 
a word on what seems to us an extraordinary mis- 
apprehension of Coleridge, who disparages Dante 
by comparing his Lucifer with Milton's Satan. He 
seems to have forgotten that the precise measure- 
ments of Dante were not prosaic, but absolutely de- 
manded by the nature of his poem. He is describ- 
ing an actual journey, and his exactness makes a 
part of the verisimilitude. We read the ** Paradise 
Lost " as a poem, the Commedia as a record of 
fact ; and no one can read Dante without believing 
his story, for it is plain that he believed it T^imgAlf 
It is false esthetics to confound the grandiose with 
the imaginative. Milton's angels are not to be 
compared with Dante's, at once real and supernat- 
ural ; and the Deity of Milton is a Calvinistic Zeus, 
while nothing in all poetry approaches the imagi- 
native grandeur of Dante's vision of God at the 
conclusion of the Partxdiso. In all literary history 
there is no such figure as Dante, no such homoge- 
neousness of life and works, such loyalty to ideas, 
such sublime irrecognition of the. unessential ; and 
there is no moral more touching than that the 
contemporary recognition of such a nature, so en- 
dowed and so faithful to its endowment, should be 
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rammed up in the sentence of ilorenoe: Ignt 
comburatwr sic quod moriatur.^ 

The range of Dante's influence is not less re- 
markable than its intensity. Minds, the antipodes 
of each other in temper and endowment, alike feel 
the force of his attraction, the pervasiye comfort of 
his light and warmth. Boccaccio and T^imennais 
are tonched with the same reverential enthusiasm. 
The imaginative Buskin is rapt by him, as we have 
seen, perhaps beyond the limit where critical appre- 
ciation merges in enthusiasm ; and the matter-of- 
fact Scfalosser tells us that ^^ he, who was wont to 
contemplate earthly life wholly in an earthly light, 
has made use of Dante, Landino, and Yellutello in 
his solitude to bring a heavenly light into his in- 
ward life." Almost all other poets have their sea- 
sons, but Dante penetrates to the moral core of 
those who once foirly come within his sphere, and 
possesses them wholly. His readers turn students, 
his students zealots, and what was a taste becomes 
a religion. The homeless exile finds a home in 
thousands of grateful hearts. B verme da esUio 
in questa pace / 

^ In order to fix more preoieely in the mind the pUce of Dante 
in relation to tiie tuatosy of thought, literatnze, and erents, we 
anbjoin a few dates : Dante bom, 1266 ; end of Gnuades, death of 
St Loni8,1270; Aqmnaa died, 1274; BonaTentora died, 1274; 
Giotto born, 1276 ; Albertns Magnus died, 1280 ; Sioflian vespers, 
1282 ; death of Ugolino and Franoesoa da Rimini, 1282 ; death of 
Beatriee, 1290; Boger Baoon died, 1202 ; death of Gimabne, 1902 ; 
Dante's banishment, 1802; Petrarch bom, 1804; Fra Ddoino 
homed, 1807 ; Pope Clement V. at Avignon, 1809; Templars sap- 
pressed, 1812 ; Boocaooio bom, 1818 ; Dante died, 1821 ; Wyoliffe 
bom, 1824 ; Chaooer born, 182a 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



164 DANTE 

Eyeiy kind <rf objection, SBsthetio and other, may 
be, and has been, made to the Divina Commedia^ 
especially by critics who have but a superficial ac- 
quaintance with it, or rather with the Inferno^ 
which is as far as most English critics go. Cole- 
ridge himself, who had a way of divining what was 
in books, may be justly suspected of not going fur- 
ther, though with Gary to help him. Mr. Carlyle, 
who has said admirable things of Dante the man, 
was very imperfectly read in Dante the author, or 
be would never haye put Sordello in hell and the 
meeting with Beatrice in paradise. In France it 
was not much better (though Sivarol has said the 
best thing hitherto of Dante's parsimony of epi- 
thet ^) before Ozanam, who, if with decided ultra- 
montane leanings, has written excellently well of 
our poet, and after careful study. Voltaire, though 
not without relentings toward a poet who had put 
popes heels upward in hell, regards him on the 
whole as a stupid monster and barbarian. It was 
no better in Italy, if we may trust Foscolo, who 
affirms that ^^ neither Pelli nor others deservedly 
more celebrated than he ever read attentively the 
poem of Dante, perhaps never ran through it from 

^ Biyarol ohaimoterixed only a angle quality of Dante's style, 
who knew how to spend as well as spare. Even tiie Ltfermo, tm 
which he based his remade, might haye pnt him on his gnacd. 
Dante nndentood rery weU the use of omanient in its fittiqg 
place. Ett etdm exomatio alicujus convementU additio, he tells ns 
in hk De Vvdgari Eloqmo (lib. iL C. ii). His simile of ilie 
dores {Inferno, V. 82 et seq.), perhaps the most exquisite in all 
poetry, quite orecsteps Biyardl's narrow limit of ** sabstantiTS and 
▼•rb." 
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tiie first yenie to the last" ^ Aooordingly we have 
heard lliat the Oammedia was a sermon, a political 
pamphlet, the revengeful satire of a disappointed 
Ohibelline, nay, worse, of a tnmooat Gnelplu It 
is narrow, it is bigoted, it is savage, it is theologi- 
cal, it is medisBval, it is heretical, it is scholastic, it 
is obscure, it is pedantic, its Italian is not that of la 
Cru8C€^ its ideas are not those of an enlightened 
eighteenth century, it is everything, in short, that a 
po^n should not be; and yet, singularly enough, 
the circle of its charm has widened in proportion 
as men have receded from the theories of Church 
and State which are supposed to be its foundation, 
and as the modes of thought of its author have be- 
come more alien to those of his readers. In spite 
of all objections, some of which are well founded, 
the Commedia remains one of the three or four uni- 
versal books that have ever been written. 

We may admit, with proper limitations, the mod- 
em distinction between the Artist and the Moralist 
With the one Form is all in all, with the other 
Tendency. The aim of the one is to delight, of the 
other to convince. The one is master ai his pur^ 
pose, the other mastered by it The whole range 
of perception and thought is valuable to the one 
as it will minister to imagination, to the other only 
as it is available for argument With the moralist 
use is beauty, good only as it serves an ulterior 
purpose ; with ihe artist beauty is use, good in and 
for itself. In the fine arts the vehicle makes part 
of the thought, coalesces with it The living con* 

1 D%9cono 9d Utto^ ec, § XVIIL 
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oeption shapes itself a body in marble, color, or 
modulated sound, and henceforth the two are insep- 
arable. The results of the moralist pass into the 
intellectual atmosphere of mankind, it matters lit- 
tle by what mode of conveyance. But where, as 
in Dante, the religious sentiment and the imagina- 
tion are both organic, something interfused with 
the whole being of the man, so that they work in 
kindly sympathy, the moral will insensibly suffuse 
itself with beauty as a doud with light. Then that 
fine sense of remote analogies, awi^e to the asso- 
nance between &cts seemingly remote and unre- 
lated, between the outward and inward worlds, 
though convinced that the things of this life are 
shadows, will be persuaded also that they are not 
fantastic merely, but imply a substance somewhere, 
and will love to set forth the beauty of the visible 
image because it suggests the ineffably higher 
charm of the unseen original Dante's ideal of 
life, the enlightening and strengthening of that na- 
tive instinct of the soul which leads it to strive 
backward toward its divine source, may sublimate 
the senses till each becomes a window for the light 
of truth and the splendor of God to shine through. 
In him as in Calderon the perpetual presence of 
imagination not only glorifies the philosophy of life 
and the science of theology, but idealizes both in 
symbols of material beauty. Thou^ Dante's con- 
ception of the highest end of man was that he 
should climb through every phase of human experi- 
ence to that transcendental and supersensual region 
where the true, the good, and the beautiful Uend 
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in the white light of Grod, yet the prism of his im- 
agination forever resolved the raj into color again, 
and he loved to show it also wh^re, entangled and 
obstmoted in matter, it became beaatifal once more 
to the eye of sense. Speculation, he tells ns, is the 
nse, without any mixture, of our noblest part (the 
reason). And this part cannot in this life have its 
perfect use, which is to behold Qod (who is the 
highest object of the intellect), except inasmuch 
as the intellect considers and beholds him in his 
effects.^ Underlying Dante the metaphysician, 
statesman, and theologian, was always Dante the 
poet,' irradiating and vivifying, gleaming through 
in a picturesque phrase, or touching things unex- 
pectedly with that ideal light which softens and 
subdues like distance in the landscape. The stem 
outline of his system wavers and melts away before 
the eye of the reader in a mirage of imagination 
that lifts from beyond the sphere of vision and 
hangs in serener air images of infinite suggestion 
projected from worlds not realized, but substantial 
to &ith, hope, and aspiration. Beyond the horizon 

^ CWvCo, Tr. IV. 0. zziL 

* It is remarkable that when Dante, in 1297, as a preliminarj 
condition to aotiTe polities, enrolled himself in the guild of physi- 
eians and apotheearies, he b qnalified only with Ihe title poeia. 
The arms of the Alighieri (onrioosly soitable to him who 9avra gli 
akri ame aqmla txda) were a wing of gold in a field of asnre. 
His vivid sense of beanty even horers sometimes like a corpoiOHt 
orer the somewhat stiff lines of his Latin prose. For example, in 
his letter to the kings and piinees of Italy on the ooming of Henry 
Vn. : *' A new day brightens, rerealing the dawn whieh already 
s e att er a the shades of long oalamity ; already the breeies ol 
f gather; the lipt of heaven are reddening ! *^ 
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of speculation floats, in the passionless splendor of 
the empyrean, the city of our Gk)d, the Bome 
whereof Christ is a Boman,^ the citadel of refuge, 
even in this life, for sonls purified by sorrow and 
self-denial, transhumanized^ to the divine abstrac- 
tion of pure contemplation. ^^ And it is called Em- 
pyrean," he says in his letter to Can Gbande, 
*^ which is the same as a heaven blazing with fire 
or ardor, not because there is in it a material fire 
or burning, but a spiritual one, which is blessed 
loye or charity." But this splendor he bodies forth, 
if sometimes quaintly, yet always vividly and most 
often in types of winning grace. 

Dante was a mystic with a very practical turn of 
mind. A Platonist by nature, an Aristotelian by 
training, his feet keep closely to the narrow path of 
dialectics, because he believed it the safest, while 
his eyes are fixed on the stars and his brain is busy 
with things not demonstrable, save by that grace 
of Grod which passeth all understanding, nor capa- 
ble of being told unless by &r-off hints and adumr 
brations. Though he himself has directly explained 
the scope, the method, and the larger meaning of his 
greatest work,^ though he has indirectly pointed out 
the way to its interpretation in the Cowoito^ and 
though everything he wrote is but an explanatory 
comment on his own character and opinions, un- 
mistakably dear and precise, yet both man and 
poem continue not only to be misunderstood popu- 

1 PurgatoriOf XXTTTT. 100. 

« Paradiso, L 7a 

< In»lettortoCMiGnnd«(XL of ih« .QmHo^). 
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larfy, but also by sach as should know better.^ 
That those who oonfined their studies to the Corn- 
media should have interpreted it yarioosfy is not 
wonderful, for out of the first or literal meaning 
others open, one out of another, each of wider cir- 
cuit and purer abstraction, like Dante's own hea- 
vens, giving and receiving light.^ Indeed, Dante 
himself is partly to blame for this. *^ The form or 
mode of treatment," he says, ^* is poetic, Active, de- 
scriptive, digressive, transumptive, and withal de- 
finitive, divisive, probative, improbative, and posi^ 
tive of examples.'' Here are conundrums enough, 
to be sure I To Italians at home, for whom the 
great arenas of political and religious speculation 
were dosed, the temptation to find a subtler mean^ 
ing than the real one was irresistible. Italians in 
exile, on the other hand, made Dante the stalking- 
horse from behind which thej could take a long 
shot at Church and State, or at obscurer f oes.^ In- 
finitel J touching and sacred to us is the instinct of 
intense sympathy which draws these latter toward 

1 ymtXib^ Wegela, and Both in G«nnan, and Onnam in Froneh, 
kara laaderad ignorance of Dante inezenaable among men off onU 
tare. 

s if|/«nio, Vn. 76. "Na7,li]aat7le,''8a7alfi«Bo«etti,"b 
mora than eoneiee; it b elliptieal, it i> leeondite. A fint thoogltt 
often liea eoiled np and hidden imder a aeeond; the words which 
•tate the oondneion inTolye the pramisea and derek^ihe snb- 

i^"" (p. 8.) 

* A complete Tocaholary of Italian billingafaite might be ae- 
leeted from BiagiolL Or see the concluding pages of Namracei's 
eiseUent tract, JntornoaaetM>etiiMite</a2>ajil0,GoKfh, 184a Bran 
Foacolo coold not always refrain. Dante ahoold ha^e tanght them 
to shnn soeh vulgarities. See Inferno, XXX. 131-148. 
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their great f orenmner, exul immeritus Uke tiiem- 
selyes.^ But they have too often wrong a mean- 
ing from Dante which is injnrions to the man and 
out of keeping with the ideas of his age. The aim 
in expounding a great poem should be, not to dis- 
cover an endless variety of meanings often contra- 
dictoiy, but whatever it has of great and perennial 
significance; for such it must have, or it would 
long ago have ceased to be living and operative, 
would long ago have taken refuge in the Char- 
treuse of great libraries, dumb thenceforth to all 
mankind. We do not mean to say that this minute 
exegesis is useless or unpraiseworthy, but only that 
it should be subsidiary to the larger way. It serves 
to bring out more clearly what is very wonderfol 
in Dante, namely, the omnipresence of his memory 
throughout the work, so that its intimate coherence 
does not exist in spite of the reconditeness and 
complexity of allusion, but is woven out of them. 
The poem has many senses, he tells us, and there 
can be no doubt oiE it ; but it has also, and this 
alone will account for its &scination, a living soul 

^ ^Mj Itely, my sweelei i Italy, for hftTing loved thee too 
miioh I hftTe lort thee, and, pexhiq^ ... ah, may God aTert the 
omenl But man proiid than sonowfol for an eyil endued for 
thee alone, I conturae to oomeoiato my figOa to thee alone. . . . 
An exile foil of anguish, perohanoe, ayailed to mihlime the move 
in thy Alighieii that lofty aool whioh was a beantifiil gift ol thy 
smiling sky ; and an exile equally wearisome and undeaerred now 
ayails, peihaps, to shaipenmy small genins so that it may pene- 
trate into what he left written for thy instmotion and for his 
glory." (Bossetti, Disamina, ee., p. 406.) Boesetti is himself a 
proof that a noble mind need not be narrowed by misfortone. EBs 
Comment (unhappily inoompleto) is one of the most Taluable and 
■u^^^live. 
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behind them all and informing all, an intense sin- 
gleness of purpose, a core of doctrine simple, hu- 
man, and wholesome, though it be also, to use his 
own phrase, the bread of angels. 

Nor is this unity characteristic only of the 2>i- 
vina Commedia. All the works of Dante, with 
the possible exception of the De Vtdgari Moqtrio 
(which is unfinished), are component parts of a 
Whole Duty of Man mutually completing and in- 
terpreting one another. They are also, as truly as 
Wordsworth's ^^ Prelude," a history of the growth 
of a poef s mind. Like the English poet he valued 
himself at a high rate, the higher no doubt after 
Fortune had made him outwardly cheap. Sempre 
il tnagnanimo ^ magmfica in mto cuore; e coA 
lopuMlanimo per contrario sempre ei dene meno 
che turn i.^ As in the prose of Milton, whose strik- 
ing likeness to Dante in certain prominent fea- 
tures of character has been remarked by Foscolo, 
there are in Dante's minor works continual allu- 
sions to himself of great value as material for his 
biographer. Those who read attentively will dis- 
cover that the tenderness he shows toward Fran- 
cesca and her lover did not spring from any friend- 
ship for her &mily, but was a constant quality of 
his nature, and that what is called his revengeful 
ferocity is truly the implacable resentment of a 
lofty mind and a lover of good against evil, whether 
showing itself in private or public life; perhaps 

^ Th« gTMi-minded man erer magmfiM hmmlf in hii heart, 
and in ^ ^^ w> ftwyi^ tf^^ pngiUMiimoas ludds Imnaalf leaa than ha 
ia. {CcnoUo, Tr. L o. 11.) 
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hating the former manifestation of it the most be- 
cause he believed it to be the root of the latter, — 
a faith which those who have watched the course 
of politics in a democracy, as he had, will be in-> 
dined to share. His gentleness is all the mofe 
striking by contrast, like that silken compensation 
which blooms out of the thorny stem of the cactus. 
His moroseness,^ his party spirit, and his personal 
yindictiveness are all predicated upon the Inferno^ 
and upon a misapprehension or careless reading 
even of that. Dante's zeal was not of that senti- 
mental kind, quickly kindled and as soon quenched, 
that hovers on the surface of shallow minds, 

*' Even M the flame of nnotnoiiB things is wont' 
To move npon the outer smfiMe only" ; * 

it was the steady heat of an inward fire kindling the 
whole character of the man through and through, 
like the minarets of his own city of Dis.^ He was, 
as seems distinctive in some degree of the Latin- 
ized races, an unflinching a priori logician, not un- 
willing to ^^ syllogize invidious verities," ^ wherever 
they might lead him, like Sigier, whom he has put 
in paradise, though more than suspected of hetero- 
doxy. But at the same time, as we shall see, he 

^ Dante's notion of yirtoe was not that ol an ascetio, nor has 
any one ever painted her in wAstn moce soft and splendid Ihaa ha 
in the OmvUo. She is "sweeter than the lids of Jnno's eyes," 
and he dwells on the delights of her loye with a rmptore whioh 
kindles and puifies. So far from wiring her an inquisitor, he 
says expressly that she ^ shonld he gladsome and not sollen in aU 
her works." {Conmto, Tr. L o. a) ''Not haxsh and orahhed aa 
dnU fools suppose " I 

* Inferno, XIX. 28, 29. • Ittfemo, TOL 70-76. 

« ParadUo, X. 18a 
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had someiliiiig of the praotioal good seiiBe of that 
Tentonie stock whenoe he drew a part of his blood, 
which prefers a malleable syllogism that can yield 
without breaking to the inevitable, but incalculable 
pressure of human nature and the stiff er logic of 
events. His theory of Church and State was not 
merely a fimtastic one, but intended for the use 
and benefit of men as they were ; and he allowed 
accordingly for aberrations, to which even the law 
of gravitation is forced to give place ; how much 
more, then, any scheme whose very starting-point 
is the freedom of the will! 

We are thankful for a commentator at last who 
passes dry-shod over the twrhide ande of inappre- 
oiative criticism, and, quietly waving aside the 
thick atmosphere which has gathered about the 
character of Dante both as man and poet, opens 
for us his City of Doom with the divining-rod of 
reverential study. Miss Bossetti comes commended 
to our interest, not only as one of a family which 
serans to hold genius by the tenure of gavelkind, 
but as having a special claim by inheritance to a 
love and understanding of Dante. She writes Eng- 
lish with a purity that has in it something of fem- 
inine softness with no lack of vigor or precision. 
Her lithe mind winds itself with surprising grace 
through the metaphysical and other intricacies of 
her subject. She brings to her work the refined 
enthusiasm of a cultivated woman and the penetra- 
tion of sympathy. She has chosen the better way 
(in whidi Germany took the lead) of interpreting 
Dante out of himself, the pure spring from which. 
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and from which alone, he drew his inspiration, and 
not from muddj Fra Alberico or Abbate GKoTao- 
ohino, from stupid visions of Saint Paul or voyages 
of Saint Brandan. She has written bj far the 
best comment that has appeared in English, and 
we should say the best that has been done in Eng- 
land, were it not for her father's Comento cMoli- 
ticoj for excepting which her filial piety will thank 
us. Students of Dante in the ori^nal will be 
grateful to her for many suggestive hints, and 
those who read him in English will find in her 
volume a travelling map in which the principal 
points and their connections are clearly set down. 
In what we shall say of Dante we shall endeavor 
only to supplement her interpretation with such 
side-lights as may have been furnished us by 
twenty years of assiduous study. Dante's thou^it 
is multiform, and, like certain street signs, onoe 
common, presents a different image according to 
the point of view. Let us consider briefly what 
was the plan of the Divina Commedia and Dante's 
aim in writing it, which, if not to justify, was at 
least to illustrate, for warning and example, the 
ways of God to man. The higher intention of the 
poem was to set forth the results of sin, or unwis- 
dom, and of virtue, or wisdom, in this life, and conse- 
quentiy in the life to come, which is but the contin- 
uation and fulfilment of this. The scene accordingly 
is the spiritual world, of which we are as truly deni- 
zens now as hereafter. The poem is a diary of the 
human soul in its journey upwards from error 
through repentance to atonement with Grod. To 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



DANTE 176 

make it apprehensible by those whom it was meant 
to teach, naj, from its very nature as a poem, and 
not a treatise of abstract morality, it must set 
forth everything by means of sensible types and 
images. 

** To speak thus li adaptod to your mind, 

Since only thioagh the sense it appcehendeth 
Wliat then it worthy makes of intellect 
On this acconnt the Scriptme condescends 
Unto your lenities, and feet and hands 
To God attrihntes, and means somethiiy else." ^ 

Whoever has studied medi»Yal art in any of its 
branches need not be told that Dante's age was 
one that demanded very palpable and even revolt- 
ing tyi>es. As in the old legend, a drop of scakU 
ing sweat from the damned soul must shrivel the 
very skin of those for whom he wrote, to make 
them wince if not to turn them away from evil- 
doing. To consider his hell a place of physical 
torture is to take Circe's herd for real swine. Its 
mouth yawns not only under Florence, but before 
the feet of every man everywhere who goeth about 
to do eviL His hell is a condition of the soul, and 
he could not find images loathsome enough to ex- 
press the moral def ormily which is wrought by sin 
on its victims, or his own abhorrence of it. Its 
inmates meet you in the street every day. 

« Hell hath no limits, nor is dionmsoiibed 
In (me self place ; for where we are b hell, 
And where heU b there we mnst erer he." * 

1 Paradiio, TV. 40-46 (LongfeUow's yendon). 

> Marlowe's Faiutug. '* Which way I fly b heU ; myself am 
helL" (ParadUe Lent, IV. 75.) In the same wny, ogm dove in 
ddo I Paradiio. (Paradi$o, UL 88, 80.) 
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It is our own sensual eye lihat gives evil the ap- 
pearance of good, and out of a crooked hag makes 
a bewitching siren. The reason enlightened by 
the grace of God sees it as it truly is, full of stench 
and corruption.^ It is this office of reason which 
Dante undertakes to perform, by divine commis- 
sion, in the Inferno. There can be no doubt that 
he looked upon himself as invested with the pro- 
phetic function, and the Hebrew forerunners, in 
whose society his soul sought consolation and sus- 
tainment, certainly set him no example of observ- 
ing the conventions of good society in dealing with 
the enemies of Grod. Lideed, his notions of good 
society were not altogether those of this world in 
any generation. He would have defined it as mean- 
ing ^^ the peers " of Philosophy, ^^ souls free from 
wretched and vile delights and from vulgar habits, 
endowed with genius and memory." ^ Dante him- 
self had precisely this endowment, and in a very 
surprising degree. His genius enabled him to see 
and to show what he saw to others ; his memory 
neither forgot nor forgave. Very hateful to his 
fervid heart and sincere mind would have been the 
modem theory which deals with sin as involuntary 
error, and by shifting off the fault to the shoulders 
of Atavism or those of Society, personified for pur- 
poses of excuse, but escaping into impersonality 
again from the grasp of retribution, weakens that 
sense of personal responsibility which is the root 
of self-respect and tlie safeguard of character. 
Dante indeed saw clearly enough that the Divine 

1 Purgatario, XIX. 7-88. « Convito, Tr. IL c 16. 
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JQStioe did at length overtake Society in the ruin 
of states caused bj the corruption of private, and 
thence of civic, morals; but a personality so in- 
tense as his could not be satisfied with such a tardy 
and generalized penalty as this. **It is Thou," 
he says sternly, ^who hast done this thing, and 
Thou, not Society, shalt be damned for it; nay, 
damned all the worse for this paltry subterfuge. 
This is not my judgment, but that of universal 
Nature^ from before the b^;inning of the world." ' 
Accordingly the highest reason, typified in his 
guide Virgil, rebukes him for bringing compas- 
sion to the judgments of Gh>d,* and again em- 
braces him and calls the mother that bore him 
blessed, when he bids Illippo Argenti begone 
among the other dogs.^ This latter case shocks 
our modem feelings the more rudely for the simple 
pathos with which Dante makes Argenti answer 
when asked who he was, ^^Thou seest I am one 

^ La natura umvenaU, dok Iddio, (CoHvito, Tr. IH o. 4.) 

* Inferno, m. 7, a 

< Lifemoj XX. Sa Mr. W. M. Ra«etti strangely enongli rea- 
den this yeiee ^'Who haih » paonon for Qod'e judgeship." 
Conqtassion porta, Is the readii^ of ihe best texts, and Witte 
adopts it. Bati's comment is " ciok porta pena e dohrt di cdtd 
dke ginUameHU k condatmato da Dio che e senqtre gimto.^^ There 
is an analogons passage in The BeveUoion of the ApoetU Paul, 
printed in the Proceedingt of the American Oriental Society (toL 
▼iiLpp. 218, 214): *' And the angel answerml and said, ' Where- 
f oce dost thoQireep ? Why I art tium more meroifQl diaa God ? ' 
And I said, * God forbid, O my lord ; for God is good and long- 
suffering nnto the sons of men, and he leases eyery one ol them 
to his own wOl, and he walks as he pleases.* " This is precisely 
Dante's Tiew. 

* Inferno, YUL 40. 
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that weejMS." It is also the one that makes most 
strongly for the theory of Dante's personal yindio- 
tiveness,^ and it may count for what it is worth. 
We are not greatly ooncemed to defend him on 
that soore, for he believed in the righteous use of 
anger, and that baseness was its legitimate quarry. 
He did not think the Tweeds and Fisks, the i>oliti- 
cal wire-pullers and convention-packers, of his day 
merely amusing, and he certainly did think it thd 
duty of an upright and thoroughly trained citizen 
to speak out severely and unmistakably* He be- 
lieved firmly, almost fiercely, in a divine order of 
the universe, a conception whereof had been vouch- 
safed him, and that whatever and whoever hindered 
or jostled it, whether wilfully or blindly it mattered 
not, was to be got out of the way at all hazards ; 
because obedience to Grod's law, and not making 
things generally comfortable, was the highest duty 
of man, as it was also his only way to true f eUdiy. 
It has been commonly assumed that Dante was a 
man soured by undeserved misfortune, that he took 
up a wholly new outfit of political opinions with 
his fallen fortunes, and that his theory of life and 
of man's relations to it was altogether reshaped for 
him by the bitter musings of his exile* This would 

^ " I foUowing her (Moral Flulosophy) in the work as weU m 
the passion, so far as I could, abominated and disparaged the 
errors of men, not to the inftuny and shame of the erring, but ol 
the errors." (Comrtto, Tr. IV. o. 1.) ** Wherefore in my judg- 
ment as he who defames a worthy man ought to be avoided by 
people and not listened to, so a vile man descended of worthy 
ancestors ought to be hnnted ont by all." (Conotto, Tr. IV. 
c. 29.) 
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be smgular^ to say the least, in a man who tells us 
that he ^^felt himself indeed four-square against 
the strokes of ohancey" and whose convictions were 
so intimate that the j were not merely intellectual 
conclusions, but parts of his moral being. Fortu- 
nately we are called on to belieTe nothing of the 
kind. Dante himself has supplied us with hints 
and dates which enable us to watch the germina- 
tion and trace the growth of his double tiieory of 
government, applicable to man as he is a citizen of 
this world, and as he hopes to become hereafter a 
freeman of the celestial city. It would be of little 
oonsequence to show in which of two equally self- 
ish and short-sighted parties a man enrolled him- 
self six hundred years ago, but it is worth some- 
thing to know that a man of ambitious temper and 
yiolent passions, aspiring to office in a city of Ac- 
tions, could rise to a level of principle so far above 
them alL Dante's opinions have life in them still, 
because they were drawn from living sources of re- 
flection and experience, because they were reasoned 
out from the astronomic laws of history and ethics, 
and were not weather-guesses snatched in a glance 
at the doubtful political sky of the hour. 

Swiftly the politio goes : is it dark ? he borrows a lanteni ; 
Slowly the statesman and sore, gniding his feet hy the stan. 

It will be well, then, to clear up the chronology of 
Dante's thought. When his ancestor Cacciaguida 
prophesies to him the life which is to be his after 
1300,^ he says, speaking of his exile : — 

1 Paradiso, XVTL 61-69. 
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** And that wkieli most ahidl weig^ upon thy dioaldiecB 
Will b« tha bad and f ooUsh eompany 
With which into this Talley thoa shalt fall; 

Of theb bestiality their own prooeedings 

ShaUfmnish proof; mfHwiU beweUfarthee 
Aparty to have made thee by thyedf.^^ 

Here botii context and grammatioal oonstmoticm 
(infallible guides in a writer so scrupnlons and 
exact) impl J irresistiblj that Dante had become a 
party by himself before his exile. The measure 
adopted by the Priors of Florence while he was 
one of them (with his assent and probably by his 
counsel), of sending to the frontier the leading 
men of both factions, confirms this implication. 
Among the persons thus remoTed from the opp(»^ 
tnnity of doing mischief was his dearest friend 
Gxiido Cavalcanti, to whom he had not long before 
addressed the Vita Nuova.^ Dante evidently 
looked back with satisfaction on his conduct at 
this time, and thought it both honest and patriotic, 
as it certainly was disinterested. ^*We whose 
country is the world, as the ocean to the fish,'' he 
tells us, ^^ though we drank of the Amo in infancy, 
and love Florence so much that, because we loved 
her, we suffer exUe unjustly , support the shoulders 

^ It is worth mentioning that the soffereiB in his It^femo are in 
like manner pretty exactly divided between the two parties. 
This is answer enough to the charge of partiality. He CTen puts 
persims there for whom he felt affection (as Bmnetto Latini) and 
respect (as Farinata degli Uberti and Frederick IL). Till the 
French looked np their MSS., it was taken for granted that tiw 
beccajo di Parigi (Pwrgatorioj XX. 52) was a drop of Dante's galL 
'^ Ce fn Hues Capes c* on apeUe bonohier.'* Huguee Capet, p. 1. 
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ol our judgment raiher upon Teason than the 
senses."^ And again, speaking of old age, he 
says : ^ And the noble soul at this age blesses also 
the times past, and well maj bless them, because, 
reyolying them in memory, she recalls her right- 
eous conduct, without which she could not enter 
the port to which she draws nigh, with so much 
riches and so great gain." This language is not 
that of a man who regrets some former action as 
mistaken, still less of one who repented it for any 
disastrous consequences to himself* So, in justi- 
fying a man for speaking of himself, he allies 
two examples, — that of Boethius, who did so to 
^ dear himself of the perpetual infamy of his ex- 
ile" ; and that of Augustine, ^*for, by the process 
of his life, which was from bad to good, from good 
to better, and from better to best, he gave us ex- 
ample and teaching." ^ After middle life, at least, 
Dante had that wisdom ^^whose use brings with it 
marvellous beauties, that is, contentment with every 
condition of time, and contempt of those things 
which others make their masters."^ If Dante, 
moreover, wrote his treatise De Monorchia before 
1802, and we think Witte's inference, ^ from its 
style and from the fact that he nowhere alludes to 
his banishment in it, conclusive on this point, then 
he was already a Ghibelline in the same larger and 

1 De VMlgari Elogmo, Ub. L eap. tL Cf . Ittfeno, XV. 61-64. 
> Cknwito, Tr. IV. e. 28. lb. Tr. L o. 2. 
* OmvUo, Tr. m. e. 18. 

« 0pp. Mln., •d. Fni4io«m, toL n. pp. 281 and 283. Witte 
is tneliiitd topQt H eren eailier ihaa 1300, and we bdiere ha la 
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unpartiaan sense which ever after distinguished 
him from his Italian contemporaries. 

" Let, let the GHubeUines ply their handionift 

Beneftth some other standard ; for tiiia erer 
111 follows he who H and justice parts,'' 

he makes Justinian say, speaking of the Roman 
eagle.^ His Ghibellinism, though undoubtedly the 
result of what he had seen of Italian misgovem- 
ment, embraced in its theoretical application the 
civilized world. His political system was one 
which his reason adopted, not for any temporary 
expediency, but because it conduced to justice, 
peace, and civilization, — the three conditions on 
which alone freedom was possible in any sense 
which made it worth having. Dante was intensely 
ItaUan, nay, intensely Florentine, but on all great 
questions he was, by the logical structure of his 
mind and its philosophic impartiality, incapable of 
intellectual provincialism.^ If the circle of his 
affections, as with persistent natures commonly, 
was narrow, his thought swept a broad horizon 
from that tower of absolute seU which he had 
reared for its speculation. Even upon the princi- 
ples of poetry, mechanical and other,^ he had re- 
flected more profoundly than most of those who 
criticise his work, and it was not by chance that he 
discovered the secret of that magical word too few, 
which not only distinguishes his verse from all 

1 FaradtMO, VL lOS-106. 

' Some Florentines have amusingly enough doabted the genu- 
ineness of the i>6 Vfdgari Eloquio, beoanse Dante therein denies 
the preSnunenoe of tiie Tosoan dialeet. 

^ See partionlarly the seoond book of the i>6 Vvlgari Eloqmo. 
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other, but so strikmglj from his own prose. He 
never took the bit of art^ between his teeth where 
onl J poetry, and not doctrine, was concerned. 

If Dante's philosophy, on the one hand, was 
practical, a guide for the conduct of life, it was, on 
the other, a much more transcendent thing, whose 
body was wisdom, her soul love, and her efficient 
cause truth. It is a practice of wisdom from the 
mere love of it, for so we must interpret his ama- 
roso nso di sapienzioy when we remember how 
he has said before' that ^^the love of wisdom for 
its delight or profit is not true love of wisdom." 
And this love must embrace knowledge in all its 
branches, for Dante is content with nothing less 
than a pancratic training, and has a scorn of dilet- 
tanti, specialists, and quacks. ^* Wherefore none 

1 Purgatorio, XXXTTT. 141. ** That diii« one oaUs beantifiil 
whose partB aiifwer to each other, beoante pleasue leenlts from 
iheir haxmony." {Cotwito, Tr. L o. 5.) Garlyle aayB that *'he 
knew too, partly, that hia woik iraa great, the gieateet a man 
eoold do." He knew it fully. TeUing ub how Giotto's fame aa a 
painter had eolipeed that of Gnnabne, he takea an example from 
poetry also, and seleethig two Italian poets, — one the most 
famous of his predeoessorB, the other of his oontemporaries, — 
calmly sets himself above them both (PurgatoHoj XL 97-09), and 
gives the reason for his sopremaoy (Furgatorio^ XXIV. 49-62). 
It is to be remembered that Amort in the latter passage does not 
mean love in the ordinary sense, bnt in that transcendental one 
set forth in the Gmvtto, — that state of the sonl which qpens it 
for the descent of Ck>d*s spirit, to make it over into his own image. 
"Therefore it is manifest that in this love the Divine virtue de- 
scends into men in the gnise of an angel, . . . and it is to be 
noted that the descending of the virtue of one thing into another 
k nothing else than reducing it to its own likeness.*' (Omvito^ 
Tr. m. c 14) 

« Comrito, Tr. m. c. 11. lb. Tr. L c. 11. 
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ouglit to be csDed a true pbiloBopIier ivlio for any 
deHght lores any part of knowledge, as there aie 
many who delig^ in compoBing Canxom^ and de- 
light to be studious in them, and who delight to be 
studious in ihetorio and in mnsio, and flee and 
abandon the other scienoee which aie all members 
of wisdom.'' ^ ^^ Many love better to be held mas- 
ters than to be so.'' TVith him wisdom is the 
generalization from many seTeral knowledges of 
small aooomt by themselves ; it results tiierefoie 
from breadth of coltore, and would be impossible 
without it Philosophy is a noble lady (donna gen- 
til^j partaking of the divine essence by a kind of 
eternal marriage, while with other intelligences she 
is united in a less measure ^^as a mistress of whcHn 
no lover takes complete joy." ' The eyes of this 
lady are her demonstrations, and her smile is her 
persuasion. ^ The eyes of wisdom are her demon- 
strations by which truth is beheld most certainly ; 

1 Comrito, Tr. m. o. 12-15. 

^ Infemoj IL 04. The dtnma gemtU is Lvoia, the ptereideiit 
Qnee, tbe Uj^ of God wbieh ibows the tight p«th and giudee the 
feet in H. With Dante God is elwaje die sim, *" which leadeth 
othen light by erery road." (Inferno, L 18.) '*The spiritBal 
and nnintftlligihlft Sim, which is God."" (Conmto, Tr. HL c.12.) 
BSs light ^'enUghtenetheTery man that eometh into die worid,** 
hot his dweUiog is in the heaTens. He who wilfally depriree 
himself of this light is spiritoally dead in sin. So when in Mais 
he beholds the glorified sinnts of the martyrs he erolaiins, "O 
Helios, who so arrayest themi "" (Paradito, XIV. 96.) Blane 
(Voeabolaiio, tub voce) rejeets this interpretation. But Dante, 
entering die abode of the BlesKd, in?okes the "good ApoDo," 
and ahordy after calls him divina virtk. We shall haTe more to 
say of this hereafter. 

* ConmtOy Tr. UL o. 12. 
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and her smile is her persnasions in which the in* 
tenor light of wisdom is shown under a certain 
T&lj and in these two is felt that highest pleasure 
of beatitude which is the greatest good in para- 
dise.'*^ ^It is to be known that the beholding this 
lad J was so largely ordained for us, not merely to 
look upon the face which she shows us, but that 
we may desire to attain the things which she keeps 
concealed. And as through her much thereof is 
seen by reason, so by her we bdieve that every 
miracle may have its reason in a higher intellect, 
and consequently may be. Whence our good &ith 
has its origin, whence comes the hope of those 
unseen things which we desire, and through that 
the operation of charity, by the which three virtues 
we rise to philosophize in that celestial Athens 
where the Stoics, Peripatetics, and Epicureans 
through the art of eternal truth accordingly concur 
in one wilL" ^ 

As to the double scope of Dante's philosophy we 
will cite a passage from the CanvitOf all the more 
to our purpose as it will illustrate his own method 

1 Camnto, Tr. m. e. 15. ReoalUi^ how the eyet of Beatrice 
lifi her eervant through the he«?eidy qtheree, and that smile of 
hen 80 often dwelt on with rapture, we see how Daate was in the 
hahit of commenting and illustrating his own works. We mnst 
lememher always that with him the allegorieal ezporition is the 
trae one {Coiwko, Tr. IV. o. 1)» the allegory being a truth wUoh 
is hidden nnder a beantiinl falsehood (Conviio, Tr. IL c. 1), and 
that Dante ihooght his poems without this exposition "under 
some shade of obseurity, so that to many their beauty was more 
grateful than their goodness" {CMmto, Tr. L o. 1), *'beeanse 
the goodness is in the meaning, and the beauty in the ornament of 
the words'" {Convito, Tr. IL o. 12). 

2 Convito, Tr. HL c 14 
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of aUegorizing* ^'Verily the use of our mind is 
double, that is, practical and speculatiye, the one 
and the other most delightful, although that of con* 
templation be the more so. That of the practi- 
cal is for us to act yirtuouslj, that is, honorably, 
with prudence, temperance, fortitude, and justice. 
[These are the four stars seen by Dante, Purgato- 
rio, I. 22, 27.] That of the speculative is not to 
act for ourselves, but to consider the works of Grod 
and nature. • • • Verily of these uses one is more 
full of beatitude than tiie other, as it is the specu- 
lative, which without any admixture is the use of 
our noblest part . . . And this part in this life 
cannot have its use perfectly, which is to see Gh>d, 
except inasmuch as the intellect considers him and 
beholds him through his effects. And that we 
should seek this beatitude as the highest, and not 
the other, the Gospel of Mark teaches us if we will 
look well. Mark says that Mary Magdalene, Maiy 
the mother of James, and Mary Salome went to 
find the Saviour at the tomb and found him not, 
but found a youth dad in white who said to them, 
^ Ye seek the Saviour, and I say unto you that he 
is not here ; and yet fear ye not, but go and say 
unto his disciples and Peter that he will go before 
them into Gbdilee, and there ye shall see him even 
as he told you.' By these three women may be un- 
derstood the three sects of the active life, that is, 
the Epicureans, the Stoics, and the Peripatetics, 
who go to the tomb, that is, to the present Uf e, 
which is a receptacle of things corruptible, and seek 
the Saviour, that is, beatitude, and find him not, 
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but they find a youth in white raiment, who, ao- 
oording to the testimony of Matthew and the rest, 
was an angel of God. This angel is that nobleness 
of ours which comes from Gh>d, as hath been said, 
which speaks in our reason and says to each of 
these sects, that is, to whoever goes seeking beati- 
tude in this life, that it is not here, bnt go and say 
to the disciples and to Peter, that is, to those who 
go seeking it and those who are gone astray (like 
Peter who had denied), that it will go before them 
into Gbdilee, that is, into speculation. Chdilee is 
as much as to say Whiteness. Whiteness is a 
body full of corporeal light more than any other, 
and so contemplation is fuller of spiritual light 
than anything else here below. And he says, *it 
will go before,' and does not say, *it will be with 
yon,' to give us to understand that Gh>d always goes 
before our contemplation, nor can we ever over- 
take here Him who is our supreme beatitude. And 
it is said, ^ There ye shall see him as he told you,' 
that is, here ye shall have of his sweetness, that is, 
felicity, as is promised you here, that is, as it is or- 
dained that ye can have. And thus it appears that 
we find our beatitude, this felicity of which we are 
speaking, first imperfect in the active life, that is, 
in the operations of the moral virtues, and after- 
wards weUnigh perfect in the operation of the in- 
tellectual ones, the which two operations are speedy 
and most direct ways to lead to the supreme beati- 
tude, the which cannot be had here, as appears by 
what has been said." ^ 

1 CanvitOf Tr. IV. e. 22. 
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At first fliglit there may seem to be some want <rf 
agreement in what Dante says here of the soul's 
incapacity of the vision of OtoA, in this life with the 
triumphant oondnsion of his own poem. Bat here 
as elsewhere Dante mnst be completed and ex- 
plained by himself. ^ We mnst know that every- 
thing most greatly desires its own perf eotion, and 
in that its every desire is appeased, and by that 
eveiything is desired. [That is, the one is drawn 
toward, the other draws.] And this is that desire 
which makes every delight maimed, for no delight 
is so great in this life that it can take away from 
the soul this thirst so that desire remain not in the 
thought." ^ *^ And since it is most natural to wish 
to be in Gh>d, the human soul naturally wills it 
with all longing. And since its being depends on 
GoA, and is preserved thereby, it naturally desires 
and wills to be united with Gh>d in order to fortify 
its being. And since in the goodnesses of human 
nature is shown some reason for those of the Divine, 
it follows that the human soul unites itself in a 
spiritual way with those so much the more strongly 
and quickly as they appear more perfect, and this 
appearance happens according as the knowledge of 
the soul is dear or impeded. And this union is 
what we call Love, whereby may be known what is 
within the soul, seeing those it outwardly loves. 
. . . And the human soul which is ennobled with 
the ultimate potency, that is, reason, participates 
in the Divine nature after the manner of an eternal 
Intelligence, because the soul is so ennobled and 

1 Cofimto, Tr. in. e. e. 
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denuded of matter in that soyran potency that the 
Divine light shines in it as in an angeL" ^ This 
union with Gh>d ma j therefore take place before 
the warfare of life is over, bat is only possible for 
sonls perfettamente naturoHj perf ectty endowed by 
natore.' This depends on the virtue of the gener- 
ating sonl and the concordant influence of the 
planets. ^ And if it happen that througb the pu- 
rity of the recipient soul, the intellectual virtue be 
wdl abstracted and absolved from every corporeal 
shadow, the Divine bounty is multiplied in it as in 
a thing sufBicient to receive the same."^ ^And 
there are some who believe that if all the aforesaid 
virtues [powers] should unite for the production 
of a soul in their best disposition, so much of the 
Deity would descend into it that it would be al- 
most another incarnate Grod.'' ^ Did Dante believe 
himself to be one of these? He certainly gives us 
reason to think so. He was bom under fortunate 
stars, as he twice tells us,^ and he puts the middle 
of his Own life at the thirty-fifth year, which is the 
period he assigns for it in the diviner sort of men.^ 
The stages of Dante's intellectual and moral 

^ Comvito, Tr. IQ. o. 2. Bjpotemia and poteiua Dante meaM 
the Ueahj of leoeiTing faflmmoeii or impveanona. {Ptaradimk^ 
Xm. 61 ; XXIX. 84.) Beaaon ia the " ao>Tian poteaey ** beeaiMa 
it makea na capable of God. 

' ''O tium wetUfom, onto whom Ghmm ooneedea 
To aea the thzooea of the Btemal triumph, 
Or em yet the waifara be abandoned.'' 

{Paradiso, V. 115-lia) 

• Conmio, Tr. IV. o. 21. * CamrUo, Tr. IIL o. 7. 

• Iflfemc, X. 55, 56; Faradito, XXIL 112-117. 

• Ommto, T^. L o. 28 (oL I^ferm, L lY.). 
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growth may, we tlimk, be reekoned with some ap- 
proach to exactness from data supplied by hhnflelf. 
In the poems of the VUa Nuo/ea^ Beatoioe, until 
her deaih, was to hhn compty a poetical ideal, a 
type of abstract beaaty, chosen according to die 
Cushion of the day after the manner o£ the Proven- 
cal poets, bat in a less carnal sense than theirs. 
^ And by the fourth natore of animals, that is, the 
sensitiYe, man has another love whereby he loves 
according to sensible appearance, even as a beast 
• . • And by the fifth and final nature, that is, the 
truly human, or, to speak better, angelic, that is, 
rational, man has a love for truth and virtue. . . . 
Wherefore, since this nature is called nwnd^ I said 
that love discoursed in my mind to make it under^ 
stood that this love was that which is bom in the 
noblest of natures, that is, [the love] of truth and 
virtue, and to shut out eoery false opimon hyvihich 
it might he euepected that my love vxiefor the de- 
light of seneeJ^ ^ This is a very weighty affirma- 
tion, made, as it is, so deliberately by a man of 
Dante's veradty, who would and did speak truth 
at every hazard. Let us dismiss at once and for- 
ever all the idle tales of Dante's amours, of la 
Montanina, Gtentucoa, Pietra, Lisetta, and the 
rest, to that outer darkness of impure thoughts Ih 
onde la stoUessza dipariUle? We think Miss Bos- 

1 OnmU>, Tr. m. e. 8 ; Paradi$o, XVllL 106-190. 

* See an ezeeUent ditemiioii and elneidation of thk matter by 
Witte, who 80 highly do a e nrea the gratitade ol all ■tndenta of 
Dante, in Dante AUghwri's LyrUche Qtdichu, Theil IL pp. 48- 
57. It waa kindly old Boecaecb, who, without thinking any haim, 
fixst aet this nonaeaae a-going. Hia Life of DatUe la mainly 
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setti a little hasty in allowing that in the years 
which immediately followed Beatrice's death Dante 
gave himself np ^more or less to sensual gratifica- 
tion and earthly aim." The earthly aim we in a 
certain sense admit ; the sensual gratification we 
reject as utterly inconsistent, not only with Dante's 
principles, but with his character and indefatigable 
industry. Miss Bossetti illustrates her position by 
a subtle remark on **the lulling spell of an intet 
leotual and sensitive delight in good running par- 
allel with a voluntary and actual indulgence in 
eviL" The dead Beatrice beckoned him toward 
the life of contemplation, and it was precisely dur- 
ing this period that he attempted to find happiness 

a riietoneal exeieifle. After malring Duite's mairiage an exenae 
for leyamping aU the old daoden against matEimooy, he adds 
graTely, " Certainly I do not affirm these things to haive happened 
to Dante, for I do not know it, though it be tme Ihat (whether 
things like these or others weie the oanse of it), oooe parted from 
her, he woold never oome where she was nor soffer her to oome 
where he was, for all that she was the mother of sereral eliildren 
by him.'' That he did not oome to her is not wimderfnl, for he 
would hsTO been bnmed sUre if he had. Dante conld not send 
for her because he was a homelesB wanderer. She remained in 
Florenoe with her children because she had powerful relatioosand 
perhaps p rop erty there. It is plain, also, that what Boccaedo 
says of Dante's htaturia had no better foundation. It gaye him a 
chance to turn a period. He gifes no particulars, and his general 
statement is simply incredible. lionardo Bmni and Vellutello 
long ago pointed out die trifling and fictitious character of tiiis 
lAfe. Those ^milUii wiHi Dante's allegorical diction will not 
lay much stress on the literal meaning of pargoUtta in Purgatorio, 
XXXT. 69. Qentucca, of course, was a real person, one of those 
who had shown hospitality to the exile. Dante remembers them 
all somewhere, for gratitude (which is quite as rare as genius) 
was one of the Tirtues of his unf orgetting nature. Boooaodo's 
ComwteiU is later and far more valuable than the Life. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



192 DANTE 

in the life of action. ^^ Verily it is to be known 
that we ma J in this life have two felicities, follow- 
ing two ways, good and best, wbich lead ns thither. 
The one is the active, the other the contemplatiTe 
life, the which (though by the active we may at- 
tain, as has been said, unto good felicity) leads us 
to the best felidty and blessedness." ^ "" The life 
of my heart, that is, of my inward self, was wont 
to be a sweet thought which went many times to 
the feet of Gh>d, that is to say, in thought I contem* 
plated the kingdom of the Blessed. And I tell 
the final cause why I mounted thither in thought 
when I say, * Where it [the sweet thought] bel^d 
a lady in glory,' that I might make it understood 
that I was and am certain, by her gracioua revelch 
Uofij that she was m heaoen^ [not on earth, as I 
had vainly imagined,] whither I went in tliought, 
so often as was possible to me, as it were rapf ^ 
This passage exactly answers to another in Pwrgch 
torio, XXX. 109-188 : — 

** Not only by ihe work of those great wheelB 
That destme every seed unto eome end, 
Aeoar6iDg tm llie stars are in oonjnnction, 
But hy the Ictrgesso/ceUstial graces. 



Snoh had tiiis man beoome in his New life 
Potentially, that eyery righteous habit 
Would haye made admirable proof in him ; 

Some time did I sustain him witii my look (volto) ; 
Revealing onto him my youthful eyes, 
I led him with me turned in tiie right way. 

1 Omoito, Tr. IV. o. 17 ; Purgatorio, XXVIL 100-108. 

2 Camnto, Tr. IL o. a 
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A« looo M erw of my Moood age 

I was upon the tJoeahdld and ehaoged life, 
Hiiiiaelf from me he took and gave to othen. 

When from tiie fleeh to spirit I asoended, 

And beauty and virtae were in me inereaoed, 
I iraa to him lees dear and lees delis^tfal ; 

And into waya untroe he tnmed his steps, 
Pmsoing the false images of good, 
That nerer any promises folfil ^ 

Nor prayer for inspiration me arailed,^ 

By Meofis qf which in dreamt and otherwise 
I called him back, so little did he heed them. 

So low he f eD, that all applianoes 

For his salTation were already short, 
Save showing him the people of perditioii.*' 

Now Dante himself, we think, gives us the doe, 
by following which we maj reconcile the oontrft- 
diction, what Miss Bossetti calls **' the astounding 
discrepancy/' between the Lady of the VUaJfuova 
who made him unfaithful to Beatrice, and the same 
Lady in the Convito, who in attributes is identical 
with Beatrice herself. We must remember that 
the prose part of the ConvitOj which is a comment 
on the Cafwoniy was written after the Canaoni 
themsdves. How long after we cannot say with 
certainty, but it was plainly composed at intervals, 
a part of it probably after Dante had entered upon 
old age (which b^an, as he tells us, with the forty- 
flffli year), consequently after 1810. Dante had 

^ Tliat is, wholly hdSi, rendono intera. 

* We shoold prefer here, 

*' Nor inspirations won by prayer aTailed,'* 
as hotter eipiesiJHg' Nk P impetrare ^ration, Mr. LoogfeUow't 
translation is so admirable for its exaetneas as well as its beanty 
that it may be thankful for the minotest oritieiBm, sodi only be- 
in^ possible. 
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then written a oonrideTsMe part ol the Dkfina 
Commedia, in which Beatrice was to go diroiigh 
her final and most ethereal transformation in his 
mind and memory* We say in his memory, ixx 
such idealizations have a Tery sobtle retrospective 
action, and the new condition of feeling or thought 
is uneasy till it has half nnconscionsly broii£^ into 
harmony whateyer is inconsistent with it in the 
past The inward life unwillingly admits any 
break in its continuity, and nothing is more com- 
mon than to hear a man, in Tenting an opinion 
taken up a week ago, say with perfect sincerity, 
^I have always thought so and so." Whaterer 
belief occupies the whole mind soon produces the 
impression on us of having long had possession of 
it, and one mode of consciousness blends so insensi- 
bly with another that it is impossible to marie by 
an exact line where one b^ins and the other ends. 
Dante in his exposition of the dmssoni must have 
been subject to this subtlest and most deceitful of 
influences. He would try to reconcile so far as he 
conscientiously could his present with his past 
This he could do by means of the allegorical inter- 
pretation. ^For it would be a great shame to 
him," he says in the Vita Jfuovd, ^ who should 
poetize something under the yesture of some figure 
or rhetorical color, and afterwards, when asked, 
could not strip his words of that vesture in such 
wise that they should have a true meaning.'' Now 
in the literal exposition of the Canzone beginning, 
^ Yoi che intendendo il terzo ciel movete,'' ^ he 
^ Which he eitot in the Paradiw, YUL 87. 
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tells us that the grandezza of the Donna GentU 
was ^^ temporal greatness '' (one certainly of the 
felidties attainable by way of the vita attiva')^ and 
immediately after gives ns a hint by which we may 
comprehend why a proud ^ man might coTet it. 
** How much wisdom and how great a persistence 
in virtue (abito virtuoso) are hidden for want of 
this lustre! "' Wben Dante reaches the Terres- 
trial Paradise^ which is the highest felicity of this 
world, and therefore the consummation of the Ac- 
tive Life, he is welcomed by a Lady who is its 
symbol, 

*' Who went alcoir 
Singing and onlling floweret after floweret,*' 

and warming herself in the rays of Love, or ^^ao- 
tual speculation," that is, ^^ where love makes its 
peace felf ^ That she was the symbol of this is 
evident from the previous dream of Dante, ^ in 
which he sees Leah, the universally accepted type 
of it, 

^ Walking in a meadow. 
Gathering flowers ; and singing she waa saying, 
* Know whosoerer may my name demand 
That I am Leah, and go moving lonnd 
My beaoteoDs hands to make myself a gadand,' " 

that is to say, of good works. She, having ^^ washed 
him thoroughly from sin," ^ 

^ Dante oonfeeses his guiltiness of the sin of pride, whieh (as 
appears by the examples he gives of it) inolnded ambitioii, in Pur^ 
gatorio, Xm. 186, 137. 

« Comnto, Tr. n. e. 11. » Piryotortb, XJLVIU. 

« Pwrgatorio, XXVUL 40-44; Coftvtto, Tr. IH o. 13. 

» Fwrgatorio, XXVll. 04-105. 

• Ptalm IL 2. *' And therefore I say that her [Ffailosqphy's] 
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"An dzipping Inoaglit 
Into tlie dmoe of the four beMitifiil,'' ^ 

wlio are the intelleotaal virtneB Prndenoe, Justioe, 
Tempeianoe, and Fortitude, the four stars, guides 
of the Practioal Life, which he had seen when he 
came out of the Hell where he had beheld the re- 
sults of sin, and arriyed at the foot of the Mount 
of Purification. That these were the special vir- 
tnes of practical goodness Dante had already told 
us in a passage before quoted from the ConoUo^ 
That this was Dante's meaning is confirmed by 
what Beatrice says to him,^ 

"SlKnt while ehalt Hum be here aforerter (ftZiKMo) 
And thou ihalt be with me f oreTermoce 
A eitiien of that Borne where Giriet is Boman " ; 

for by a ^ forest *' he always means the world of life 
and action*^ At the time when Dante was writing 
the Ccmxoni on which the Conoito was a comment, 
he beliey ed science to be the ^ ultimate perfection 
itself, and not the way to it,'' ^ but before the Conr 
vito was composed he had become aware of a higher 
and purer light, an inward light, in that Beatrice, 
already clarified wellnigh to a mere image of the 
mind, ^ who liyes in heaven with the angels, and on 
earth with my souL" ^ 

beanty, that is, morality, rains flames of fire, that is, a righteooi 
appetHe whieh is generated in the lore of nunal dootrine, the 
which appetite remores us from the natural as weU as oUier 
Tioes.** (Convito, Tr. m. o. 15.) 
1 Purgatorio, XXXI. laS, 104. « Tr. IV. o. 22. 

• Pwgaiono, XXXH 100-102. 

^ Snoh is the m^imi aeura {Ittferno, L 2), snoh Hie wdva erranea 
di quuta vita {Comvito, Tr. IV. o. 24). 

* ChnvitOy Tr. L c 13. • ConvitOj Tr. 11. e. 2. 
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So spiritually does Dante always present Bea- 
trice to us, even where most corporeal, as in the 
Vita JVuovOy that many, like Biscione and Bossetti, 
have doubted her real existence. But surely we 
must consent to believe that she who speaks of 

" The fair limlM wheiem 
I was eneloiod, whioh MMitteved are in earth," 

was once a creature of flesh and blood, — 

** A c re a t nr e not too bright and good 
For human nataie's daily food." 

When she died, Dante's grief, like that of Con- 
stance, filled her room up with something &irer 
than the reality had ever been. There is no ideal- 
izer like unavailing regret, all the more if it be a 
regret of tsaacy as much as of real feeling. She 
early began to undergo that change into something 
rich and strange in the sea ^ of his mind which so 
completely supematuralized her at last It is not 
impossible, we think, to follow the process of trans- 
formation. During the period of the Convito Can- 
zoni, when he had so given himself to study that 
to his weakened eyes ^the stars were shadowed 
with a white blur," ^ this star of his imagination 
was eclipsed for a time with the rest As his 
love had never been of the senses (which is bes- 
tial ^), so his sorrow was all the more ready to be 
irradiated with celestdal light, and to assume her to 
be the transmitter of it who had first awakened in 
him the nobler impidses of his nature, — 

1 Mar di mto it aenno, he calle Viigil {I^ftmo, YBL 7). ThoM 
familiar with his own works will think the phrase singnlarly ap- 
plieaUe to himself . 

* Coiwiio, Tr. m. e. 9. • C<mvito, Tr. IH e. 8. 
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r Sueh had tiik man beoome In hk New life 
Potenfeially/O 

and given him the first hints of a higher, nay, of 
the highest good. With that torn for doable mean- 
ing and abstraction which was so strong in him, 
her very name helped him to allegorize her into 
one who makes blessed (heaC)^ and thence the step 
was a short one to personify in her that Theosophy 
which enables man to see God and to be mystically 
united with him even in the flesh. Already,in the 
Vita Jfuovoj^ she appears to him as afterwards in 
the Terrestrial Paradise, dad in that cobr of flame 
which belongs to the seraphim who contemplate 
God in himself, simply, and not in his relation to 
the Son or the Holy Spirit^ When misfortone 
came upon him, when his schemes of worldly activ- 
ity failed, and science was helpless to console, as it 
had never been able wholly to satisfy, she already 
rose before him as the lost ideal of his youth, re- 
proaching him with his desertion of purely spirit- 
ual aims. It is, perhaps, in allusion to this that he 
fixes the date of her death with such minute pre- 
cision on the 9th June, 1890, most probably his 
own twenty-fifth birthday, on which he passed the 
boundary of adolescence.' 

That there should seem to be a discrepancy be- 
tween the Lady of the Vita Ifuova and her of the 

1 Vita NuavGj XL * Vita Ntiova, Tr. 11. e. 6. 

> Cottviio, Tr. IV. 0. 24. The dato of Dante's birth » unoer- 
tain, bat the period he anigiis for it {Paradito, XXTT. 112-117) 
extends from the middle of May to the middle of June. If we 
nndentand Bnti's astrologieaJ comment, the day should fall in 
Jnne rather than May. 
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CanmtOy Dante himself was already aware when 
writing the former and eommenting it. Explain- 
ing the sonnet beginning OtntU permer^ he says, 
««In this sonnet I make two parts of myself ac- 
cording as my thoughts were divided in two. The 
one part I call hearty that is, the appetite, the 
other sou/, that is, reason. ... It is true that 
in the preceding sonnet I take side with the heart 
against the eyes [which were weeping for the lost 
Beatrice], and that appears contrary to what I 
say in the present one ; and therefore I say that 
in that sonnet also I mean by my heart the appe- 
tite, because my desire to remember me of my 
most gentle Lady was still greater than to behold 
this one, albeit I had already some appetite for 
her, but slight as should seem: whence it ap- 
pears that the one saying is not contrary to the 
other." ^ When, therefore, Dante speaks of the 
love of this Lady as the ^'adversary of Season^^^ 
he uses the word in its highest sense, not as under- 
standing (^Intellectus)y but as synonymous with 
Boul. Already, when the latter part of the VUa 
Nuova^ nay, perhaps the whole of the explanatory 
portion of it, was written, the plan of the Corn- 
media was complete, a poem the higher aim of 
which was to keep the soul alive both in this world 
and for the next. As Dante tells us, the contra- 
diction in his mind was, though he did not become 
aware of it till afterwards, more apparent than real 

1 VUa Nuova, 7CXXTX. Gompue for a diffarent Tiew, Tlk 
New Life o/DanU, an Bosaj with TraulatioiiB, bj C. E. NoirtoB, 
pp. 92 et Mq. 
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He sought oonsolation in study, and, Ruling to find 
it in Learning (sderma)^ he was led to seek it in 
Wisdom (jMpiefnza)^ whioh is the love of Grod and 
the knowledge of him.^ He had sought happiness 
through the understanding; he was to find it 
through intuition. The lady Philosophy (aooord- 
ing as she is moral or intellectual) includes both. 
Her gradual transfiguration is exemplified in pas- 
sages already quoted. The aotiye life leads indi- 
rectly by a knowledge of its failures and sins (Jn- 
femo)y or directly by a righteous employment of it 

1 There is a pMnge in the CmivUo (Tr. IH o. 15) In whkk 
Danto leemB deeriyto make the distinotion aaierted abore, "And 
tiieief ote the desire of man is limited in this life to that knowledge 
(aoensus) which may heie be had, and passes not save by error 
that point which is beyond our natural understanding. And so is 
limited and measored in the angelio nature the amoont of tiiat 
wiedom idiioh the nature of each is capable of reeeiYiqg." Man 
is, aoeotding to Dante, superior to the angels in Ihis, Ihat he is 
capable both of reason and contemplation, while they are confined 
to the latter. That Beatrice's reproaches refer to no human par» 
gohUa, the context shows, where Dante asks, 

'* But wherefore so beyond my power of sight 
Soars your desirable discourse, that aye 
The more I strive, so much the more I lose it ? 

' That thou mayst recognise,' she said, * the school 

Which thou hast followed, and mayst see how far 
Its doctrine follows after my discourse. 
And mayst behold your path from the dirine 
Distant as far as separated is 
From earth the hearen that highest hastens on.* " 
Pwrgatorio, XXXTTT. 82-00. 

Thtepargdetta in its ordinary sense was necessary to the literal 
and human meaning, but it is shockingly discotdant with that 
non-natural interpretation which, according to Dante's repeated 
st ate men t , lays open the true and divine meaning. 
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(JPurgatorio)^ to the same end. The use of the 
soianoeB is to indaoe in us the ultimate perfection, 
that of speculating upon truth; the use of the 
highest of them, theology, the contemplation of 
God.^ To this they all lead up. In one of those 
curious chapters of the Conmto^ where he points 
out the analogy between the sciences and the hea- 
vens, Dante teUs us that he compares moral philoso- 
phy with the crystalline heaven or Primum Mo- 
bilej because it commimicates life and gives motion 
to all the others below it But what gives motion 
to the crystalline heaven (moral philosophy) itself ? 
*^ The most fervent appetite which it has in each of 
its parts to be conjoined with each part of that 
most divine quiet heaven " (Theology).^ Theol- 
ogy, the divine science, corresponds witli the Em- 
pyrean, ^^ because of its peace, the which, through 
the most excellent certainty of its subject, which is 
God, suffers no strife of opinions or sophistic argu- 
ments."^ No one of the heavens is at rest but 
this, and in none of the inferior sciences can we 
find repose, though he likens physics to the heaven 
of the fixed stars, in whose name is a suggestion of 
the certitude to be arrived at in things demonstrable. 
Dante had this comparison in mind, it may be in- 
ferred, when he said, 

1 « So tlien they that are in the fleah cannot pleaae God. But 
ya axe not in the flesh, bat in the S^nrit, if so be that the Spirit of 
God dwell in yon." (Bomana TiiL 8, 9.) 

* Contfito, Tr. IL c 14, 15. 

* Convito^ Tr. n. 0. 4. Gompaie ParodiBO, L 76, 77. 

4 '* Vain babUinga and oppost«aona of ioienoe falsely BO ealled." 
(1 Tim. Ti 20.) 
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'^ Well I peiMm tiiat MT«r nted k 

Our intolkot imlflM the Troth fllome it 
Beyond idiioh nothing trae^ eipmda itMll 

It recti theiem m wild beest in his lair, 
WhenitattniMit; anditeaaattamit; 
If not, then each dedie wonld fmetrate be. 

Therefore iptings op, in fashion of a shoot, 

Doubt at the foot of tmth ; and this is natore, 
Which to the top from height to height impels as."* 

The oontradiotion, as it seems to us, resolves itself 
into an essential, easily apprehensible, if mystioal, 
unity. Dante at first gave himself to the study of 
the sciences (after he had lost the simple, unques- 
tioning &ith of youth) as the means of arriving at 
certainty. From the root of every truth to which 
he attained sprang this sucker (rcanpollo) of doubt, 
drawing out of it the very sap of its life. In this 
way was Philosophy truly an adversary of his soul, 
and the reason of his remorse for fruitless studies 
which drew him away from the one that alone was 
and could be fruitful is obvious enough. But by 
and by out of the very doubt came the sweetness' 
of a higher and truer insight. He became aware 
that there were *^ things in heaven and earth un- 
dreamt of in your philosophy," as another doubter 
said, who had just finished his studies, but could 
not find his way out of the scepticism they engen- 
dered as Dante did. 

" Insane is he ^dio hopeth Ihat our reason 
Can trayene the illimitable way, 
Which the one Substance in three Persons follows ! 

1 That is, no partial troth. ^ ParadtMO, TV. 124-132. 

' ** Ont of the eater came forth meat, and out of the strong 
came forth sweetness.'' (Jodges ziy. 14.) 
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Mortals, remain oontentod at the Qmui ; 

For if ye had been able to see all. 

No need there were [had been] for Mary to giye birth. 
And ye haye aeen desiring without froit 

Those whose desire wonld have been quieted, 

Which eTermore is giren them for a grief. 
I speak of Aristotle and of Plato 

And others many." ^ 

Whether at the time when the poems of the Vita 
Nuova were written the Lady who withdrew him 
for a while from Beatrice was (which we doubt) 
a person of flesh and blood or not, she was no 

1 Pttrgatorio, HL 84^44. The allnaioiM in this pusssge are aU 
to sayings of Saint Paol, of whom Dante was plainly a lofwiag 
reader. '* Remain oontented at the Qiita," Uiat is, be satisfied 
with knowing thai things are, without inquiring too nieely how or 
why, "Being justified by faith we have peace with God" (Bom. 
T. 1). If\fimta via: *'0 the depdi of the riohes both of the 
wisdom and knowledge of God I How unsearchable are his judg- 
ments, and his ways past finding out I " (Bom. zL 83.) AtUmU 
and Plato: "For the wrath of God is rerealed from heaven 
against all rnigndljueas and unrighteousness of men who hold the 
truth in unrighteousneis. . . . For the invisible things of him from 
the cr eat ion of the world are deariy seen, being understood by 
the things tiiat are made, even his eternal power and Godhead, so 
that they art without €xeu$e. Because tiiat when they knew God, 
they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful, but became 
▼ain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened " 
(Bom. L 18-21). He refers to the Greeks. Hie Episde to the 
BomanSi by the way, would naturaUy be Dante's fayonte. As 
Saint Paul made the Law, so he would make Scienee, ''our 
schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, Uiat we might be justified 
by faith " (GaL iiL 24). He puts Aristotle and Plato in his In- 
ferno, because they did not ''adore God duly" (Infemo, IV. 88), 
Aat is, they "held the truth in unrighteousness '* Yet he caUs 
Aristotle "the master and guide of human re as on ^ (CoiwUoy Tr. 
IV. c 6), and Plato "a most excellent man*' (Coiwito, Tr. IL 
0.6). Plato and Aristoae, like aU Dante's figures, are types. We 
must disengage our though from the indiTidual, and fix it on the 
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so when the prooe namtiTe was oompoaed. 
Any one &uniliar with Dante's double meanings 
will hardly question that by putting her at a win- 
dow, whidi IB a plaoe to look out of, he intended 
to imply that she personified Speculation, a word 
which he uses with a wide range of meaning, some- 
times as looking foTy sometimes as seeing (like 
Shakespeare^s 

" Tliera is no qteemlatUm in thoM eyes '*), 

sometimes as intuitionj or the beholding all things 
in God, who is the cause of alL This is so obvious, 
and the image in this sense so familiar, that we are 
surprised it should have been hitherto imremarked. 
It is plain that, eyen when the VUa Nuova was 
written, the Lady was already Philosophy, but 
philosophy applied to a lower range of thought, not 
yet ascended from flesh to spirit. The Lady who 
seduced him was the science which looks for truth 
in second causes, or even in effects, instead of seek- 
ing it, where alone it can be found, in the ilrst 
Cause; she was the Philosophy which looks f<» 
happiness in the visible world (of shadows), and 
not in the spiritual (and therefore substantial) 
world. The guerdon of his search was doubt 
But Dante, as we have seen, made his very doubts 
help him upward toward certainty ; each became a 
round in the ladder by which he climbed to clearer 
and clearer vision till the end.^ Philosophy had 

^ It 18 to be lemembered Hint Dante hae typified the same thins 
when he describes how Reason C^^igil) first eairies him down by 
clinging to the f eU of Satan, and then in the same way npwaxda 
again a riveder U tUUe, Satan is the symbol of materialism, fixed 
at the point 
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made him forget Beatrice ; it was Philosophy who 
was to bring him back to her again, washed dean 
in that yerj stream of f orgetfidness that had made 
an impassable barrier between ihem.^ Dante had 
known how to find in her the gift of Achilles's 
lance, 

'* Whieh QMd to be the OMM 
Fint of A sad and then a gxaoioiia boon." * 

There is another possible, and eyen probable, the- 
ory which would reconcile the Beatrice of the Ptir- 
gatOTXo with her of the VUa JVuova. Suppose 
that even in the latter she signified Theology, or at 
least some influence that turned his thoughts to 
Grod? Pietrodi Dante, commenting the ^or^o^e^to 
passage in the Purgatorio^ says expressly that the 
poet had at one time given himself to tl^ study of 
theology and deserted it for poesy and other mun- 
dane sciences. This must refer to a period begin- 

'' To which things hea^y draw from erery side " ; 
as God is Light and Warmth, so is he ''eold obstmetion '' ; the 
▼erj effort whieh he makes to rise by the motion of his wings be- 
gets the chilly blast that freezes him more immorably in his plaoe 
of doom. The danger of all seienoe saye the highest (theology) 
was that it led to materialism. Tliere appears to haye been a 
great deal of it in Florenoe in the time of Dante. Its f oUowers 
eaQed themselTes Epiooreans, and bum in liring tombs (Infemo, 
X.). Dante held them in special horror. '' Of all bestialities Ihat 
Is the nuMt foolish and vile and hnrtfnl whieh bdicTes there is no 
other life after this." "And I so belieye, so affirm, and so am 
certain that we pass to another better life after tiiis" (Convtto, 
Tr. n. c 9)« It 18 a fine ditinatioii of Carlyle from the Non han 
tperamMa di marte that *' one day it had risen sternly benign in the 
scathed heart of Dante that he, wretched, neyer resting, worn as 
he was, woold [shonld] fnll sorely die.** 
1 Pwrffatorio, XXXL 108. * Inferno^ XXXI. 5, 6. 
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ning before 1290. Again, there is an early tra- 
dition that Dante in his youth had been a novice 
in a Franciscan convent, but never took the vows. 
Buti affirms this expressly in his comment on In- 
femo^ XVL 106-128. It is perhaps slightly con- 
firmed by what Dante says in the ConmtOy^ that 
^^one can not only turn to Seligion by making 
himself like in habit and life to St. Benedict, St. 
Augustine, St. Francis, and St. Dominic, but like- 
wise one may turn to good and true religion in a 
state of matrimony, for God wills no religion in us 
but of the heart" If he had ever thought of tak- 
ing monastic vows, his marriage would have cut 
short any such intention. If he ever wished to wed 
the real Beatrice Portinari, and was disappointed, 
might not this be the time when his thoughts took 
that direction? If so, the impulse came indirectly, 
at least, from her. 

We have admitted that Beatrice Portinari was a 
real creature, 

*' Cbl aangxie sao e oon le sue givntiiTe" ; 

but how real she was, and whether as real to the 
poet's memory as to his imagination, may &irly be 
questioned. She shifts, as the controlling emotion 
or the poetic fitness of the moment dictates, from a 
woman loved and lost to a gracious exhalation of 
all that is fairest in womanhood or most divine in 
the soul of man, and ere the eye has defined the 
new image it has become the old one again, or an- 
other mingled of both. 

1 Tr. IV. c 28. 
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" Nor one nor otiber seemed now what he wee ; 
ETen m prooeedeiih on before the fleme 

Upward along the paper a brown oolor, 

Which is not black aa yet, and the white dies." ^ 

As the mystic Grrififin in the eyes of Beatrice (her 
demonstrations), so she in his own, 

"^ Now wiih the one, now with the other nature ; 
Think, Reader, if within myself I marrelled 
When I beheld the thii^ itself stand still 
And in its image it transformed itself." ' 

At the Tery moment when she had undergone her 
.most snblimated allegorical evaporation, his in- 
stinct as poet, which never &iled him, realized her 
into woman again in those scenes of almost nn- 
approached pathos which make the climax of his 
PurgcEtorio. The verses tremble with feeling and 
shine with tears.^ Beatrice recalls her own beauty 

1 Inferno, XXV. 64-67. « Purgcaorio, XXXL 12a-126. 

* Spenser, who had, like Dante, a Platonizing side, and who waa 
probably the first Engliflh poet since Chaooer that had read the 
Commedia, has imitated the pictorial part of these passages in the 
Faerie Queene (B. VI. o. 10). He has tnmed it into a com- 
pliment, and a very beantifnl one, to a living mistress. It is in- 
atruclive to compare the effect of his purely sensnoos yerses with 
that of Dante's, which haye snoh a wonderfnl reach behind them, 
^ley are singularly pleasing, bat they do not stay by ns as those 
of his model had done by him. Spenser was, as Biilton called 
him, a "sage and serious poet " ; he would be the last to take 
offence if we draw from him a moral not without its use now tiiat 
Priapus is trying to persuade us that pose and drapery will make 
him as good as Urania. Better far the naked nastiness ; the 
m<ne oorert the indecency, the more it shocks. Poor old god of 
gardens ! Innocent as a clownish symbol, he is amply disgusting 
as an ideal of art In the last century, they set him up in Ger- 
many and in France as befitting an era of enlightenment, the light 
of which came too manifestly from the wrong quarter to be long 
endurable. 
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with a pride as natural as that of Fair Annie in 
the old ballad, and compares herself as adyanta- 
geoosly with the ^^ brown, brown bride " who had 
supplanted her. If this be a ghost, we do not need 
be told that she is a woman stilL^ We most re- 
member, however, that Beatrice had to be real that 
she might be interesting, to be beautiful that her 
goodness might be persuasive, nay, to be beautiful 
at any rate, because beauty has also something in 

1 This touch of nature leoalls another. The Italians elaim hu- 
mor for Dante. We hare ne^er been able to find it, nnless it be 
in tiiat paoBage (InfemOj XY. 119) where Bnmetto Latini lingen 
under the boming ahower to reeommend his Tesoso to his f otmer 
pnpiL There is a comical touch of nature in an author's solioi- 
tnde for his litUe work, not, as in Fielding's case, after tte, but 
his own damnation. We are not snre, bat we fancy we catch the 
momentary flicker of a smile across those serioiis eyes of Dante's- 
There is something like hnmor in the opening Teans of the XVL 
Parcuiiao, where Dante tells ns how eren in heaTen he could not 
help glorying in being gently bom, — he who had deyoted a Can- 
sone and a book of the Contfito to proring tiiat nobility consisted 
wludly in Tirtue. But there is, after all, something tonchingly 
natural in the feeling. Dante, unjustly robbed of his pr op er ty, 
and with it of the independence so dear to him, seeing 
** Needy notliings tiimmed in joUity, 
And captive Qood attending Captain Dl," 

would naturally fsU back on a distinctioii which money could 
neither buy nor replace. Tliere is a curious passage in the CW 
tfito which shows how bitteily he resented his undeserred porerty. 
He tells us that buried treasure commonly revealed itself to the 
bad rather than the good. *' Verily I saw the place on the flanks 
of a mountain in Tuscany called Falterona, where the basest pea- 
sant of the whole countryside digging found there more than a 
bushel of pieces of the finest silver, which perfai^ had awaited 
hun more than a thousand years." (Tr. IV. c 11.) One can see 
the grimnesB of his face as he looked and thou^t, "how salt a 
savor hath the bread of othexsl " 
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it of divine. Dante has told, in a passage already 
quoted, that he would rather his readers should 
find his doctrine sweet than his verses, but he had 
his relentings from this Stoicism. 

'^ Gauooe, I beliere tlMMe will be me 
Wbo of thhie inner MBfle ean master an, 
Sndi toil it ooete thy nsthre toqgae to learn; 
Wherefore, if e^er it perohanoe befall 
Hiat thou in preeenoe of sooh men ehonldet Hxt 
As aeem not akilled thy meaning to dieoem, 
I pfay thee then thy grief to comfort torn, 
Saying to them, *' O thoa my new delight, 
Take heed at least how fair I am to sight' " ^ 

We believe all Dante's other Ladies to have been 
as purely imaginary as the Dolcinea of Don Qui- 
xote, useful only as motifow^ but a real Beatrice is 
as essential to the human sympathies of the Dinina 
Commedia as her glorified Idea to its allegorical 
teaching, and this Dante understood perfectly welL* 
Take her out of the poem, and the heart of it goes 
with her; take out her ideal, and it is emptied of 
its souL She is the menstruum in which letter 
and spirit dissolve and mingle into unity. Those 
who doubt her existence must find Dante's graceful 
sonnet^ to Gruido Cavalcanti as provoking as San- 
cho's story of his having seen Dolcinea winnowing 
wheat was to his master, ^* so alien is it from all 

^ L'&iToi of Ganione XIV. of the Caiumnerv, L of the Cowoito, 
Dante oitea the first Tene of thk GamoM, Paradito, YUL 87. 

* How Dante himaelf oonld allegorize eren historioal pemoi^ 
agea may be aeen in a onrioos passage of the dmmto (Tr. IV. e. 
28), where, eommendng on a passage of Lnean, he treats Martia 
and Oato as meie figoies of qpooch. 

> IL of the Cofisoinere. See Fratioelli's prefaoe. 
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that which eminent persons, who are constituted 
and preserved for other exercises and entertain- 
ments, do and ought to do." ^ But we should al- 
ways remember in reading Dante that with him the 
allegorical interpretation is the true one (t^eroce 
^oaizione)^ and that he represents himself (and 
that at a time when he was known to the world 
only by his minor poems) as having made right- 
eousness (rettitudine^ in other words, moral philos- 
ophy) the subject of his verse.^ Love with him 
seems first to have meant the love of truth and the 
search after it (^8pecuiassione)y and afterwards the 
contemplation of it in its infinite source (^specula- 
zione in its higher and mystical sense.) This is 
the divine love ^^ which where it shines darkens and 
wellnigh extinguishes all other loves." ^ Wisdom 

1 Don Quixcte, P. 11. e. yiiL 

* De Vtdgari Eloquio, L u. o. 2. He sayi the same of Gimid 
de Borneil, many of whose poems are moral and OTen derotioiiaL 
See, partionlarly, ''Al honor Dien torn en mon chan" (Bay- 
nonazd, Lex Bom. L 888), **Ben es dregs pos en aital port" (lb. 
893), "Jens sia oomensamens" (lb. 895), and ''Be yeg e omiosc • 
say " (lb. 898). Another of his poems (" Ar ai grant joy," Bay- 
nooazd, Choix, ILL 804), mMj posMy be a mystioal professum of 
lore for the Blessed '^^zgin, for whom, as Dante tells ns, Beatrice 
had a spedal doTotioii. 

* ConvitOy Tr. IIL c. 14. In the same chapter is periu^ an 
explanation of the two ratiier difficult yerses which follow tiiat 
in which the verace gpeglio is spoken of (Paradx$o, XXVL 107, 
108). 

'' Che f a di 8& pareglie V altre cose 
E nulla face Ini di aft pareglio." 
Bnti's comment is, '* that is, makes of itself a receptacle to other 
things, that is, to all things that exist, which are aU seen in it." 
Dante says {vbi supra)^ ''The descending of the Tirtne of one 
thing into another is a reducing that other into a likeness of itself. 
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is the object of it, and the end of wisdom to con- 
template God the true mirror (yerace speglioj spec- 
ultMn)y wherein all things are seen as Uiey truly 
are. Nay, she herself ^4s the brightness of the 
eternal light, die unspotted mirror of the majesty 
of GkKL'^i 

. . . Whence -we see that the ran sending hSs ray down hither- 
ward redoees things to a liheness with his li|^t in so far as they 
are able by their disposition to reoeiye Hght from his power. So 
I say that God reduces this lore to a likeness with himself as 
mnoh as it is possible for it to be like him." In Prorengal jKiretIA 
means like, and Dante may haye formed his weed from it. Bnt 
the four earliest printed texts read: — 

''Che fa di 8& pareglio aU' altre oose." 
Accordingly we are inclined to think that the next Terse should be 
eotrected thus : — 

" E nuUa f ace a lui di 8& parei^'' 
We would iatmparej^ txcmparen (a something in wkatStk things 
appear), as miragUo from mrare (a something in idiioh they are 
$een), God contains all things in himself, bnt nothing can ^dioUy 
contain him. The blessed behold all things in him as if reflected, 
but not one of the things so reflected is capable of his image in 
its completeness. This interpretation is confirmed by Paradieo, 
XIX. 49-51. 

** E quinoi appar ch* ogfd minor natura 
B corto recettacoh a quel bene 
Che non ha fine, e sft con aft mirara." 

1 Wisdom of Solomon, yiL 26, quoted by Dante {Conmio, Tr. 
nL c 15). There are other passages in the 'Vnsdom of Solomon 
besides Ihat just cited which we may well belieTe Dante to haye 
had in his mhid when writing the Ganione, beginning, — 

** Amor che nella mente mi ragiona," 
and the commentary upon it, and some to which his experience of 
fife must have giren an intenser meaning. Hie writer of that 
book also personifies Wisdom as the mistress of his soul: ''I 
loved her and sought her out from my youth, I desired to make 
her my spouse, and I was a lover of her beauty." He says of 
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There are two beaatifnl passages in the CowdtOj 
which we shall quote, bodi because the j have, as 
we believe, a dose application to Dante's own ex- 
perience, and because ihey are good specimens of 

Wkdom that she wM^'prafleot when iSbaa (Qod) madMl tks 
worid," and Dante in tibe same way icientifitti her with the diTine 
Logos, eitoBg as anthoritj the ^ heginning of the Goepel of John." 
He tells US, '* I pereeiTed that I eoold not otherwise obtain her 
SKoept Qod ga^e her me," and Dante eame at last to the saaa 
eonoliisioB. Again, "^ For the rery tme beginning of her is llba 
desire of discipline ; and the eare of discipline is lore. And Vaw% 
is the keeping of her 1*wb ; and the giTing heed onto her 1*wb is 
the asBoranoe of ineotrraption." But who oan dombt that he read 
with a bitter exaltation, and applied to himself ptswsgns likn 
tiiese which follow ? " When the righteous fled from his brotker'9 
wrath, the guided him in right path$f thawed him the kingdom tf 
Qod, <md gave him knowledge of holy things. She defended hini 
from his enemies and kept him safe from those that lay in wait» 
. • . that he might know that godliness is stronger than alL . . • 
She fofsook him not, but deliTered him from sin; the wend doem 
wUh him into thepit, and left him not in bonds tUl she bcought hi^ 
the sceptre of the kingdom, . . . and gaire him perpetoal glory.** 
ft was, perlii^s, from this book that Dante got the hint of 1 
his punishments and penances typical of the sins that 
them. '* Wherefore, whereas men HTed diBScdutely and unrighU 
eonsly, thou hast tonnented them with their own abominations.** 
Dante was intimate with the Scriptures. They do eren a seholar 
no harm. M. Victor Le Qero, in his Hutoire Littiraire de la 
France au quatorzikmesi^de (tom. ii. p. 72), thinks it '* not impos- 
sible" that a passage in the Lamentations of Jeremiah, para- 
phrased by Dante, may hare been suggested to him by Butebeaf 
or Tristan, rather than by the prophet himself I Dante would 
hardly haie found himself so much at home in the company of 
jon^eurs as in that of prophets. Yet he wm familiar with 
French and ProreuQal poetry. Beside the eyidence of the Vnlgari 
Eloquioy there are frequent and broad traces in the C^mwwdia of 
the Btniuusde la Boss, slitter ones of the Chevalier de la Cha- 
rettey QuOkmme d'Orange, and a direct imitation of Bernard de 
Ventadour. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



DANTE 218 

his style as a writer of prose. In the manly sim- 
plioity which comes of an earnest purpose, and in 
the eloquence of deep oonyiction, this ib as far be- 
yond that of any of his contemporaries as his Terse; 
nay, more, has hardly been matched by any Italian 
from that day to this. Illustrating the position 
that ^^the highest desire of eyerything and the 
first given us by nature is to return to its first 
cause,'' he says : *^ And since Grod is the beginning 
of our souls and the maker of them like unto him^ 
self, according as was written, ^ Let us make man 
in our image and likeness,' this soul most greatly 
desires to return to him. And as a pilgrim who 
goes by a way he has never trayelled, who belieyes 
eyery house he sees a&r off to be his inn, and not 
finding it to be so directs his beUef to another, and 
so from house to house till he come to the inn, so 
our soul forthwith on entering upon the new and 
neyer-trayelled road of this life directs its eyes to 
die goal of its highest good, and therefore belieyes 
whateyer thing it sees that seems to haye in it any 
good to be that And because its first knowledge 
is imperfect by reason of not being experienced 
nor indoctrinated, small goods seem to it great. 
Wherefore we see children desire most greatly an 
apple, and then proceeding further on desire a 
bird, and then further yet desire fine raiment, and 
then a horse, and then a woman, and then riches 
not great, and then greater and greater. And this 
befalls because in none of these things it finds that 
which it goes seeking, and thinks to find it further 
on. By which it may be seen that one desirable 
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stands before another in the eyes of our soul in 
a fashion as it were pyramidal, for the smallest at 
first coY^rs the whole of them, and is as it were 
the apex of the highest desirable, which ib Grod, 
as it were the base of all ; so that the farther we 
go from the apex toward the base the desirables 
appear greater ; and this is the reason why human 
desires become wider one after the other. Verily 
this way is lost through error as the roads of earth 
are ; for as from one city to another there ib of 
necessity one best and straightest way, and one 
that always leads &rther from it, that is, the one 
which goes elsewhere, and many others, some less 
ronndabout and some less direct, so in human life 
are divers roads whereof one is the truest and an- 
other the most deceitful, and certain ones less de- 
ceitful, and certain less true. And as we see that 
that which goes most directly to the city fulfils 
desire and gives repose after weariness, and that 
which goes tiie other way never fulfils it and never 
can give repose, so it &lls out in our life, llie 
good traveller arrives at the goal and repose, the 
erroneous never arrives thither, but with much 
weariness of mind, always with greedy eyes looks 
before him."^ If we may apply Dante's own 
method of exposition to this passage, we find him 
telling us that he first sought felicity in knowledge, 

" Than apple sweet which throogh so maay bnnohes 
^e oare c£ mortals goeUi in pnismt of," ^ 

then in fame, a bird that flits before us as we f d- 

1 ConvUo, Tp. I. c 12. 

« Purgatario, XXDL 116, 116. 
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low,^ then in being esteemed of men (^^to be 
clothed in purple, . . • to sit next to Darius, . . • 
and be called Darius his cousin ''), then in power,' 
then in the riches of the Holy Spirit in larger and 
larger measure.^ He, too, had found that there 
was but one straight road, whether to the Terres- 
trial Paradise or the Celestial City, and may come 
to question by and by whether they be not parallel 
one with the other, or even parts of the same road, 
by which only repose is to be reached at last, 
llien, when in old age ^^ the noble soul returns to 
Gh)d as to that port whence she set forth on the sea 
of this life, • • • just as to him who comes from a 
long journey, before he enters into the gate of his 
city, the citizens thereof go forth to meet him, so 
the citizens of the eternal life go to meet her^ and 
do so because of her good deeds and contempla- 
tions, who, having already betaken herself to God, 

^ That Duite Icnred fame we need not be told. He aereial 
times ooofeMee it, eepeoially in tiie i>e VuLgari Eloqmo, L 17. 
"How glorioos she [the Vulgar Tongue] makee her Inthnates [/o- 
mUiareSf those of her household], we omselTes haye known, who 
in the sweetneiB of this glory pot our exile behind onr backs." 

* Dante several times nses tiie sitting ahorse as an image of 
role. See espedally Pwrgatorio, YL 90, and Convito, Tr. IV. 

0.11. 

' '' O the depth of the liohee both of the wisdom and the know- 
ledge of GodI" Dante qnotes this in speaking of the influence of 
the stars, which, i n terpreting it presently *'by the theological 
way," he compares to tiiat of the Holy Spirit " And thy ooon- 
sel who hath known, except thon gire wisdom and send thy Holy 
Spirit from above?" (Wisdom of Solomon, ix. 17.) The last 
woflds of the Convito are, ** her [Philosophy] whose proper dwell- 
ii^ is in the depths of the Divine mind." The ordinary reading 
is ragione (reason), but it seems to us an obvious blonder for mo- 
gicm (mansion, dwelling). 
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seems to see those whom she beHeves to be nigh 
unto God.'' ^ This also was to be the experience 
of Dante, for who can doubt that the Parad%90 
was something very unlike a poetical exercise to him 
who appeals to the visions even of sleep as proof of 
the soul's immortality? 

When did his soul catch a glimpse of that cer> 
tainty in which ^ the mind that museth upon many 
things " can find assured rest? We haye already 
said that we belieye Dante's political opinions to 
haye taken their final shape and the De Monarchia 
to have been written before 1800.' That the revi- 
sion of the VUa Nuova was completed in that year 
seems probable from the last sonnet but one, which 
is addressed to pilgrims on their way to the Santa 
Veronica at Bome.^ In this sonnet he still laments 

1 Convito, Tr. IV. o. 28. 

* He refera to a ehaoge in his own opimons (lib. iL § 1), where 
be wyB, '' When I know the nations to haye mnimnied agiinst 
the preteiinenoe of the Roman people, and law the people imaf- 
iniqgr Tnn things at I mjf»e(fwa$ woitf." He mm a Gnelph by in- 
heritsnee, he became a GhibeUine by eooriction. 

' It should seem from Dante's words (" at the time when rnneh 
people went to see the blessed image," and *' ye seem to oome 
from a far-off pec^le ") that this was some extraordinary oeosr 
sion, and what so likely as the jnbilee of 1800 ? (Compare Para- 
diaoy XXXT. 103-106.) Dante's oompaiisons are so constantly 
drawn from actnal eyesigfat, that his allnsion {It^emo, USL 28^ 
88) to a dcTioe of Boniface VIIL for paasii^ the crowds qnietly 
across the bridge of Saint Angelo, renders it not nnlikely that he 
was in Rome at that time, and perhaps conceiTed his poem there 
as Gioranni VUlani his chronicle. That Rome would deeply stir 
his mind and heart is beyond question. '* And oertes I am of a 
firm opnion that the stones that stand in her walls are worthy of 
rererence, and the soil where she sits worthy beyond what is 
preached and admitted of men." (Gmvito, Tr. IV. c 6.) 
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Beatrice as dead; he would make the pilgrims 
share his grief. It is the veiy folly of despairing 
sorrow, that calls on the first comer, stranger 
though he be, for a sympathy which none can fully 
^ve, and he least of alL But in the next sonnet, 
the last in the book, there is a surprising change of 
tone. The transfiguration of Beatrice has begun, 
and we see completing itself that natural gradation 
of grief which will erelong bring the mourner to 
call on the departed saint to console him for her 
own loss. The sonnet is remarkable in more senses 
than one, first for its psychological truth, and then 
still more for the light it throws on Dante's inward 
history as poet and thinker. Hitherto he had cele- 
brated beauty and goodness in the creature ; hence- 
forth he was to celebrate them in the Creator whose 
praise they were.^ We give an extempore transla- 
tion of this sonnet, in which the meaning is pre- 
served so far as is possible where the grace is left 
out. We remember with some compunction as we 
do it, that Dante has said, ** know every one that 

^ Bflolrtce, Zm^ </t IKb MTO, Jf{/eriio, IL 108^ " Sorely fim axe 
an men by natme who are ignoraitt of Qod, and eoold not out of 
tiie good thtngstiiat are teen knowhnn that is, neither byeoo- 
■detiiv the works did they acknowledge the work-^naeter. . . . 
For, beii^ oonreraant in his works, they seaieh diligently and be- 
Here thrnr sight, beeaose the things are beantifal that are seen. 
Howbeit, neither axe they to be pardoned." (Wisdom of Solomon, 
zm. 1, 7, 8.) Non adarar debitamente Dio. *' For the inririble 
thii^ of him from the creation of the world are dearly seen, be- 
ing understood by the things tiiat are made, eren his eternal 
power and godhead; so that they axe withont exonse." It was 
tiiese ** inrisible things " whereof Dante was beginning to get a 
glifflpse. 
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nothing liarmonized by a musical band can be 
transmuted from its own speech to another without 
breaking all its sweetness and harmony,"^ and 
Cervantes was of the same mind:' — 

" Beyond the sphere that hath the widest gyre 
Passeth the sigh ' that leaves my heart below ; 
A new intelligenoe doth love bestow 
On it with tears that ever draws it higher ; 
When it wins thither where is its desire, 
A Lady it beholds who honor so 
And light receives, that, throng her splendid glow, 
The pilgrim spirit * sees her as in fire ; 
It sees her snoh, that, telling me again 
I understand it not, it speaks so low 
Unto the mooming heart that bids it teU ; 
Its speech is of that noble One I know, 
For *' Beatrice ' I often hear full plain. 
So that, dear ladies, I conceive it welL" 

No one can read this in its connection with what 
goes before and what follows without feeling that 
a new conception of Beatrice had dawned upon the 
mind of Dante, dim as yet, or purposely made to 
seem so, and yet the authentic forerunner of the 
fulness of her rising as the light of his day and the 

1 Conmto, Tr. L c. 7. 

^ *' And here we would have forgiven Mr. Captain if he had not 
betrayed him (traido, tradvsttore, traditare) to Spain and made 
him a Gastilian, for he took away much of his native worth, and 
so will all those do who shall undertake to turn a poem into an- 
other tongue ; for with all the care they take and abUity they 
show, they will never reach the height of its original conception,'' 
says the Curate, speaking of a translation of Ariosto. (Don 
Qidxotej P. I. c. 6.) 

* In his own comment Dante says, " I tell whither goes my 
ihou^t, calling it by the name of one of its effects." 

* Spirito means in Italian both breath {^irto ed acqita fessi, 
PurgatoriOf XXX. 96) and spirit. 
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guide of his feet, the divine wisdom whcwe glory 
palee all meaner stars. The conception of a poem 
in which Dante's creed in politics and morak should 
be picturesquely and attractiyely embodied, and of 
the high place which Beatrice should take in it, 
had b^^ vaguely to shape itself in his thought. 
As he brooded over it, of a sudden it defined itself 
clearly. **Soon after this sonnet there appeared 
to me a marvellous vision^ wherein I saw things 
which made me propose not to say more of that 
blessed one until I could treat of her more wor- 
tiiily. And to arrive at that I study all I can, as 
she verily knows. So that, if it be 1^ pleasure of 
Him through whom all things live, that my life 
hold out yet a few years, I hope to say that (rf her 
which was never yet said of any (woman). And 
then may it please Him who is the Lord of Cour- 
tesy that my soul may go to see the glory of her 
Lady, that is, of that Uessed Beatrice who gloriously 
beholds the &ce of Him qui est per omnia scecula 
benedictusJ^ It was the method of presentation 
that became dear to Dante at this time, — the plan 
of the great poem for whose completion the expe- 
rience of earth and the inspiration of heaven were 
to combine, and which was to make him lean for 
many years.^ The doctrinal scope of it was ahready 
determined. Man, he tells us, is the only creature 
who partakes at once of the corruptible and incor- 

^ By viticne Dante means something seen waking by the inner 
eye. He belieTed also that dreams were sometimes diTinely in- 
^nred, and aignes from such tiie inmuntality of iiie sonL {Con- 
vito, Tr. II.O. 9.) 

« Paradiio, XXV. 1-8. 
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ruptible nature; ^^and sinoe eTery nature is or- 
dained to some ultimate end, it follows that the end 
of man is double. And as among all beings lie 
alone partakes of the corruptible and incorrupti- 
ble, so alone among all beings he is ordained to a 
double end, whereof the one is his end as corrupti- 
ble, the other as incorruptible. That unspeakable 
Providence therefore f oreordered two ends to be 
pursued by man, to wit, beatitude in this life, 
which consists in the operation of our own virtue, 
and is figured bj the Terrestrial Paradise, and the 
beatitude of life eternal, which consists in a frui- 
tion of the divine countenance, whereto our own 
virtue cannot ascend unless aided by divine light, 
which is understood by the Celestial Paradise." 
The one we attain by practice of the moral and 
intellectual virtues as they are taught by philoso- 
phers, the other by spiritual teachings transcending 
human reason, and the practice of the theological 
virtues of Faith, Hope, and Charity. For one, 
Beason suffices Q^ which was wholly made known 
to us by philosophers "), for the other we need the 
light of supernatural truth revealed by the Holy 
Spirit and ^^ needful for us." Men led astray by 
cupidity turn their backs on both, and in their bes- 
tiality need bit and rein to keep them in the way. 
^ Wherefore to man was a double guidance needful 
according to the double end," the Supreme Pontiff 
in spiritual, the Emperor in temporal things.^ 

1 Be Manarekia, lib. in. § tift. See the whole pMsage inMin 
RoMetti, p. 89. It is notioeable that Duite wmy that the Pope is 
to lead (by example), the Emperor to direct (by the eaiomag of 
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But how to put this theoiy of his into a poetic 
fonn which might chann while it was teaching? 
He would typify Beason in Virgil (who would 
serve also as a symbol of political wisdom as hav- 
ing celebrated the founding of the Empire), and 
the grace of Grod in that Beatrice whom he had 
already supematuralized into something which pass- 
eth all understanding. In choosing Virgil he was 
sure of that interest and sympathy which his in- 
stinct led him to seek in the predisposition of his 
readers, for the popular imagination of the Middle 
Ages had busied itself particularly with the Man- 
tuan poet. The Church had given him a quasi- 
orthodozy by interpreting Imjam redU et virgo as 
a prophecy of the birth of Christ At Naples he 
had become a kind of patron saint, and his bones 
were exhibited as relics. Dante himself may have 
heard at Mantua the hymn sung on the anniversaiy 
of St. Paul, in which the apostle to the Gentiles is 
represented as weeping at the tomb of the greatest 
of poets. Above all, Virgil had described the de- 
scent of Mnes» to the under^world. Dante's choice 
of a guide was therefore, in a certain d^;ree, made 
for him. But the mere Beason ^ of man without 

JQsdoe). The doty, we are to obeenre, was a doable bat not a di- 
vided one. To exemplify this onity was indeed one ol^jeet of the 
Comwudia. 

^ '* What ReaKMiaeeth here 

Myself [YirgU] ean tell thee ; beyond tiiat await 

For Bei^rioe, since 'tis a work of Faith." 

{Pwrgatorio, XVllL 46-48.) 
B ea t riee here eridently impersooates Theology. It would be in- 
tensting to know what was tiie preeise date of Dante's theological 
stodies. The earlier commenkatois all make him go to Park, the 
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the illuminatiou of divine Grace cannot be trusted, 
and accordingly the interventiou of Beatrice was 
needed, — of Beatrice, as Miss Bossetti admirably 
well expresses it, *^ abready transfignred, potent not 
only now to charm and soothe, potent to rule ; to 
the Intellect a light, to the Affections a compass 
and a balance, a sceptre over the WilL" 

The wood obscure in which Dante finds himself 
is the world.^ The three beasts who dispute his 
way are the sins that most easily beset us, Pride, 
the Lusts of the Mesh, and Grreed. We are sur- 
prised that Miss Bossetti should so localize and 
confine Dante's meaning as to explain them by 
Florence, France, and Bome. Had he written in 
so narrow a sense as this, it would indeed be hard 
to account for the persistent power of his poem. 

giMt fountain of soeh learning, after hie bamahment Booeaooio 
indeed says that lie did not return to Italy till 1811. Wegele 
(Dante'a Ltben und Werke, p. 85) pats the date of his joomey be- 
tween 1292 and 1297. Ozanam, with a pathos oomioaUj tonohiiig 
to the aeademie soul, laments that poverty oompelled him to leave 
tiie uiivenity withont tiie degree he had so justly earned. He 
eonsdles himself with the thought that " there remained to him 
an inoontestable erudition and the lore of serious stndiea." {DtmU 
et laphilosopkie catholique, p. 112.) It U sad that we eannot write 
Dantes AUghxeriu$^ 8. T. D. / Dante seems to imply that he be. 
gan to devote himself to Philosophy and Theology shortly after 
Beatrioe's death. (Convito, Tr. IL o. 13.) He compares himself 
to one who, "seeking silver, should, withont meaning it, find 
gold, which an oocnlt oaose presents to him, not perhi^ withont 
the divine command.'* Here again i^iparently is an allnsion to 
his having f onnd T^sdom while he sought Learning. He had 
thought to find God in the beanty of his works, he learned to seek 
all things in God. 

^ In a more general view, matter, the domain of the i 
donbt with a recollection of Aristotle's 0Ai}. 
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But it was no political pampUet that Dante was 
writing. Svbjectum est Homo^ and it only takes 
the form of a diary by Dante Alighieri beeause of 
the intense realism of his imagination, a realism as 
striking in the Paradiso as the Inferno^ thongh 
it takes a different shape. Everything, the most 
snpersensnal, presented itself to his mind, not as 
abstract idea, but as visible iype. As men could 
once embody a quality of good in a saint and see 
it, as they even now in moments of heightened 
fantasy or enthusiasm can personify their country 
and speak of England, Eranoe, or America, as if 
they were real beings, so did Dante habitually.^ 
He saw all his thoughts as distinctiy as the hypo- 
chondriac sees his black dog, and, as in that, their 
form and color were but the outward form of an in- 
ward and spiritual condition. Whatever subsidiary 
interpretations the poem is capable of, its great 
and primary value is as the autobiography of a 
human soul, of yours and mine, it may be, as well 
as Dante's. In that lie its profound meaning and 
its permanent force. That an exile, a proud man 
forced to be dependent, should have found some 
consolation in brooding over the justice of Ood, 
weighed in such different scales from those of man, 
in contrasting the outward prosperity of the sinner 
with the awful spiritual ruin within, is not wonder- 
ful, nay, we can conceive of his sometimes finding 
the wrath of Grod sweeter than his mercy. But it 

^ Ab we hare seen, even a sigh beoomes He. This makeB one of 
tibe diffionlties of tnmn1»tang his minor poems. Hie modem mind 
is incapable of this subtlety. 
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is wonderful that out of the yeiy wreek of his own 
life he should have boilt this three-arched bridge, 
still firm against the wash and wear of ages, 
stretching from the Pit to the Empyrean, b j which 
men maj pass from a doubt of Grod's providence to 
a certainty of his long-suffering and loying4dnd- 
ness. 

^ The Infiiiito Qoodneao hath siieh ample ama 
niat it leceiree whatever tonie to it" ^ 

A tear is enough to secure the saving dasp of 
them.' It cannot be too often repeated that Dante's 
Odier World is not in its first conception a place 
of dq^arted spirits. It is the Spiritual World, 
whereof we become denizens b j birth and citizens 
bj adoption. It is true that for artistic purposes 
he makes it conform so far as possible with vulgar 
preconceptions, but he himself has told us again 
and again what his real meaning was. Virgil tells 
Dante, — 

^ Thoa flhalt behold the people ddlotoaa 
Who haye foregone the good of intelleet " * 

The '' good of the intellect,'' Dante tells us after 
Aristotle, is Truth.^ He says that Virgil has led 
him ^^through the deep night of the truly deadJ^ ^ 
Who are they? Dante had in mind the saying of 
the Apostle, **to be carnally minded is death." 
He says : ^^ In man to live is to use reason. Then 
if living is the being of man, to depart from that 
use is to depart from being, and so to be dead. 

^ Purgatorio, JSL 122, 123. 
« Purgatorio, V. 107. 

* Inferno, UL 17, 18 ikomno perdvio == thrown away). 

* Convito, Tr. n. o. 14. 

^ Purgatorio, XXHl. 121, 122. 
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And doih not be depart from the use of reason 
who doth not reason out the object of his life ? " 
** I saj that so yile a person is dead, seeming to be 
alive. For we must know eAo^ fftemciec? man may 
he called truly dead.^* ^^ He is dead who follows 
not the teacher. And of such a one some might say, 
how is he dead and jet goes about ? I answer that 
die man is dead and the beast remains.''^ Ac- 
cordingly he has put living persons in the Inferno^ 
like Frate Alberigo and Branca d' Oria, of whom 
he says with bitter sarcasm that he still ** eats and 
drinks and puts on clothes," as if that were his 
highest ideal of the true ends of life.' There is a 
passage in the first canto of the Inferno^ which 
has been variously interpreted : — 

''The mnoiaiit t^rite disoonaolato 
Who erj out eaoh one for the taooncf deaih,'* 

Miss Bossetti cites it as an example of what she 
felicitously calls ^ an ambiguity, not hazy, but pris- 
matic, and therefore not really perplexing." She 
gives us accordingly our choice of two interpreta- 
tions : ^ * Each cries out on account of the second 
death which he is suffering,' and ^Each cries out 
for death to come a second time and ease him of 
his sufferings.' ^ ^ Buti says: ^^Here one doubts 
what the author meant by the second death, and as 
for me I think he meant the last damnation, which 

» CamvUo, Tr. IV. o. 7. 

* hifemo, XXXlU. 118, et eeq. 

• hifemo, L 116, 117. 

« Mr. Loi^ellow'e/or, like the Itdian/Mr, giree ne the nine 
prhflege of eleetioo. We " freeie for oold," we "* hunger for 
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shall be at the day of jndgm^it, because tfaej 
would wish tiurough en^y that it had already ocMiie, 
that ihey might have more oompamons, since die 
first dea^ is the first damnation, when the soul 
parted from the body is condemned to the pains of 
hell for its sins. The second is when, resuscitated 
at the judgment day, they shall be finally con- 
demned, soul and body together. ... It may 
otherwise be understood as annihilation." Lnola 
says, ^^ Each would wish to die again, if he could, 
to put an end to his pain. Do not hold with some 
who think that Dante calls the second death ihe 
day of judgment," and then quotes a passage fnnn 
St. Augustine which favors that view. Pietro di 
Dante gives us four interpretations among which 
to choose, the first being that, *^ allegoricaUy, de- 
praved and vicious men are in a certain sense dead 
in reputation, and this is the first death ; the sec- 
ond is that of the body." This we believe to be 
the true meaning. Dante himself, in a letter to 
the ^^ most rascally (^acdestismmis) dwellers in 
Florence," gives us the key : ^^ but you, transgre^ 
sors of the laws of Grod and man, whom the dire- 
ful maw of cupidity hath enticed not unwilling to 
every crime, does not the terror of the second death 
torment you ? " Their first death was in their sins, 
the second is what they may expect from the just 
vengeance of the Emperor Henry YIL The world 
Dante leads us through is that of his own thought, 
and it need not surprise us therefore if we meet in 
it purely imaginary beings like Tristrem ^ and Be- 

1 In/emo, V. 67. 
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noard of tihe olub.^ His personality is so strongly 
marked tliat it is nothing more than natural that 
his poem should be interpreted as if only he and 
his opinions, prejudices, or passions were concerned. 
He would not have -been the great poet he was if 
he had not felt intensely and humanly, but he 
could never have won the cosmopolitan place he 
holds had he not known how to generalize his spe- 
cial experience into something mediatorial for all of 
us. Hetro di Dante in his comment on the thirty- 
first canto of the Pwrgatorio says that ^^ unless you 
understand him and his figures allegorically, you 
will be deceived by the bark,'' and adds that our 
author made his pilgrimage as the representative 
of the rest (m persona ceterorvm)? To give his 
vision reality, he has adapted it to the vulgar my- 
^logy^ but to understand it as the author meant, 
it must be taken in the larger sense. To confine 

1 Paradiio, XVHL 4S. Renoaid is one of the heroes (a radely 
hnmotons one) in La BataSle d*Ali§chan»t ^'^ episode of the 
mnMatekeuB OmUavme (TOranffe, It was from the giayes of those 
supposed to haye been killed in this battle that Dante draws a 
eompaiison, Inferno, IX. Boocacoio's oomment on this passage 
might hare been read to adyantage by Hie IVenoh editors of AU" 
sdbfit. 

^ We cite this oomment nnder its reoeiyed name, thoogh it is 
mcertain if Fietro was the anthor of it. Indeed, we strongly 
donbt it. It is at least one of the eazHest, for it appears, by the 
oomment on Faradito, XXVL, that the greater part of it was 
written before 1841. It is remarkable for Ihe strietness with 
whidh it holds to Ihe spiritual interpretation of Ihe poem, and de- 
serres mnoh moie to be called Otdmo, than Ihe oomment which 
goes by that name. Its publication is due to Ihe seal and liberal- 
ity of the late Lord Vernon, to whom students of Dante are also 
iiidebted for Ihe parallel-text reprint of Ihe four eariiest editions 
of the Commedia. 
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it to FloTenoe or to Italy is to banish it from the 
sympaihies of mankind. It was not frcmi die cam- 
panile of the Badia that Dante got his Tiews of life 
and man« 

The idation of Dante to Uteratnre is monnmoi- 
tal, and marks the era at which the modem b^pms. 
He is not only the first great poet, but the first 
great prose writer who used a language not yet sab- 
dued to literatore, who used it moreoTer for scien- 
tific and metaphysieal discossion, thns giving an 
incalculable impulse to the culture of his country- 
men by making the laity free of what had hitherto 
been the exdusiye g^nild of derks.^ WhateTor 
poetry had preceded him, whether in the Bomance 
or Teutonic tongues, is interesting mainly for its 
shnplidty without forethought, or, as in the iVi&a- 
lung en, for a kind of savage grandeur that rouses 
the sympathy of whatever of the natural man is 
dormant in us. But it shows no trace of the crea- 
tive &culiy either in unity of purpose or style, the 
proper characteristics of literature* If it have the 
charm of wanting artifice, it has not the higher 
charm of art We are in the reahn of chaos and 
chance, nebular, with phosphorescent gleams here 
and there, star-stuff, but uncondensed in stars. 

^ See Wegele, M mtpra, p. 174, et seq. The best waMljwk d 
Dante's opinioiM we hATe erer met with k Ekna BsU&'s Siudim 
Uber DaMe Alighieri, Tftbingen, 1868. Unhappily it wants an 
i ndex, and aeeoidingiy loses a g r eat part ol its nae faln i n si lor those 
not aheady fsmiliar with the sabjeet Nor are its lefe reaees snff- 
fleienay exact We always re^ieot Dr. BnU&'s ophdou, if we do 
not wholly aooept them, for theyare all the results of original and 
assidaoas study. 
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The Nibdungen is not whihont fiuvreaohiiig hints 
and forebodings of something finer than we find in 
it» bnt they are a glamonr from the yagoe darkness 
which encirdes it, like the whisper of the sea upon 
an unknown shore at night, powerful only OTer the 
more vulgar side of the imagination, ai^ leaving 
no thought, scaroe even any image (at least of 
beaniy) behind them. Such poems are the amours, 
not the lasting friendships and possessions of the 
mind. They thrill and cannot satisfy. 

But Dante is not merely the founder of modem 
literature. He would have been that if he had 
never written anything more than his Caimoniy 
which for el^;ance, variety of rhythm, and iervcn 
of sentiment were something altogether new. They 
are of a higher mood than any odier poems of the 
same style in their own language, or indeed in any 
other. In beauty of phrase and subtlety of analogy 
they remind one of some of the Greek tragic cho- 
ruses. We are constantly moved in them by a 
nobleness of tone, whose absence in many admired 
tyrics of the kind is poorly supplied by conceits. 
So perfect is Dante's mastery of his material, that 
in compositions, as he himself has shown, so arti^ 
ficial,^ the form seems rather organic than mechan- 

^ See ihe Meond book of the De V^lgan Bloqmo. The only 
otiur Italian poet who remmde w of Dante in enetaiwed dignitj 
k GnSdo Gnmieeni Dante esteemed him highly, oalla him max- 
hmiabi the De Vfdgan Elogmo, and '* the father of me and of my 
betten," in the XXYL Purgatario. See some exeellent epeeimena 
of him in Mr. D. O. Boawtti's remarkable Tolnme of tomalationa 
Iran the eariy Italian poeti. Mr. Roawtti would do a real and 
laating aarrioe to fitefatme by employing hia singular gift in pvt- 
iiag Dante a miwr poeroa into Kngiwh. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



280 DANTE 

ioal, whioh cannot be said of the best of the Pfo- 
ven^al poets who led the way in this kind. Dante's 
sonnets also have a grace and tenderness which 
have been seldom matched. His lyrical excellence 
would have got him into the Collections, and he 
would have made here and there an enthusiast as 
Donne does in English, but his great daim to re- 
membrance is not merely Italian. It is that he 
was the first Christian poet, in any proper sense of 
the word, the first who so subdued dogma to the 
uses of plastic imagination as to make something 
that is still poetry of the highest order after it has 
suffered the disenchantment inevitable in the most 
perfect translation. Verses of the kind usually 
called sacred (reminding one of the adjective's 
double meaning) had been written before his time 
in the vulgar tongue, such verses as remain invio- 
lably sacred in the volumes of specimens, looked 
at with distant reverence by the pious, and with 
far other feelings by the profane reader. There 
were cycles of poems in which the physical conflict 
between Christianity and Paganism ^ furnished the 
subject, but in which the theological views of the 
authors, whether doctrinal or historical, could hardly 
be reconciled with any system of religion ancient 
or modem. There were Church l^;ends of saints 
and martyrs versified, fit certainly to make any 
other form of martyrdom seem amiable to those 
who heard them, and to suggest palliative thoughts 
about Diodetian. Finally, there were the romances 

^ The old French poems conf omid all nnbelieven together as 
pagans and wonhippeis of idols. 
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of Arihiir and his knights, whioh later, by means 
of allegorj, oontrived to be both entertaining and 
edifying ; every one who listened to them paying 
the minstrel his money, and haying his choice 
whether he would take them as song or sermon. 
In the heroes of some of these certain Christian 
virtues were typified, and around a few of them, as 
the Holy Ghrail, a perfume yet lingers of cloistered 
piety and withdrawaL Wolfram von Eschenbach, 
indeed, has divided his Parzival into three books, 
of Simplicity, Doubt, and Healing, which has led 
G^ervinus to trace a not altogether fanciful analogy 
between that poem and the Divina Commedia. 
The doughiy old poet, who says of himself, — 

'' Of song I have wnne aUght control. 
But deem lier of a feeble soul 
That doth not lore my naked ewoid 
Abore my sweeteet lyrio word,*' 

tells US that his subject is the choice between good 
and evil; 

" Whoee eool takes Untmth for itB bride 
And sets himself on Eril's side, 
Chooees the Black, and sore it is 
His path leads down to the abyss ; 
But he who doth his nature feed 
With steadfastness and loyal deed 
lies open to the heavenly light 
And takes his portion with the White." 

But Wolfram's poem has no system, and shows 
good feeling rather than settled conviction. Above 
all it is wandering (as he himself confesses), and 
altogether wants any controlling purpose. But to 
whatever extent Christianity had insinuated itself 
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into and colored European literahire, it was mainly 
as mythology. The Christian idea had never yet 
incorporated itself. It was to make its avatar in 
Dante. To understand fully what he aooomplished 
we must form some conception of what is meant by 
the Christian idea. To bring it into fuller relief, 
let us contrast it with the Gbeek idea as it appears 
in poetry ; for we are not dealing with a question 
of theology so much as with one of aBsthetics. 

Greek art at its highest point is doubtless the 
most perfect that we know. But its eirde of mo- 
tives was essentially limited ; and the Greek drama 
in its passion, its pathos, and its humor is primi^ 
rily Gbeek, and secondarily human. Its tragedy 
chooses its actors from certain heroic families, and 
finds its springs of pity and terror in physical suf- 
fering and worldly misfortune. Its best examples, 
like the Antigone^ illustrate a single duty, or, like 
the JERppdytus, a single passion, on which, as on 
a pivot, the chief character, statuesquely simple in 
its details, revolves as pieces of sculpture are some- 
times made to do, displaying its different sides in 
one invariable light. The general impression left 
on the mind (and this is apt to be a truer one than 
any drawn from single examples) is that the duty 
is one which is owed to custom, that the passion 
leads to a breach of some convention settled by 
common consent,^ and accordingly it is an outraged 

^ Dmte IB an andent in this Mpeet as in many othexi, but tibe 
diff erenoe ia that with him society is something divinely ordained. 
He f oUows Aristode pretty dosely, hnt on his own theory crime 
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society whose figure looms in tihe baokgroimd, 
rather than an offended God. At most it was one 
god of many, and meanwhile another might be 
friendly. In the Greek epic, the gods are parti- 
sans, they hold canouses, they lobby and log-roll 
for their candidates. The tacit admission of a re- 
vealed code of morals wrought a great change. 
The complexity and range of passion is vastly in- 
creased when the offence is at once both crime and 
sin, a wrong done against order and against con- 
science at the same time. The relation of the 
Greek tragedy to the higher powers is chiefly an- 
tagonistic, struggle against an implacable destiny, 
sablime struggle, and of heroes, but sure of defeat 
at last. And that defeat is finaL Grrand figures 
are those it exhibits to us, in some respects un- 
equalled, and in their severe simplicity they com- 
pare with modem poetry as sculpture with paint- 
ing. Considered merely as works of art, these 
products of the Greek imagination satisfy our 
highest conception of form. They suggest inevi- 
tably a feeling of perfect completeness, isolation, 
and independence, of something rounded and fin- 
ished in itself. The secret of those old shapers 
died with them ; their wand is broken, their book 
sunk deeper than ever plummet sounded. The 
type of tiieir work is the Greek temple, which 
leaves nothing to hope for in imity and perfection 
of design, in harmony and subordination of parts, 
and in entireness of impression. But in tiiis sbs- 
ihetic completeness it ends. It rests solidly and 
complacently on the earth, and the mind rests there 
with it. 
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Now the Christian idea has to do with the hu- 
man soul, which Christianity may be ahnost said 
to have invented. While all Paganism represents 
a few preeminent fiunilies, the founders of dynas- 
ties or ancestors of races, as of kin with the gods, 
Christianity makes every pedigree end in Deity, 
makes monarch and slave the children of one GKxL 
Its heroes struggle not against, but upward and 
onward towcMrd^ the higher powers who are always 
on their side. Its highest conception of beaufy 
is not aesthetic, but moraL With it prosperity 
and' adversity have exchanged meanings. It finds 
enemies in those worldly good-fortunes where Pa- 
gan and even Hebrew literature saw the highest 
blessing, and invincible allies in sorrow, poverty, 
humbleness of station, where the former world 
recognized only implacable foes. While it utteily 
abolished all boundary lines of race or country 
and made mankind imitaiy, its hero is always the 
individual man whoever and wherever he may 
be. Above all, an entirely new conception of the 
Infinite and of man's relation to it came inwidi 
Christianity. That, and not the finite, is always the 
background, consciously or not. It changed the 
scene of the last act of every drama to the next 
world. Endless aspiration of all the faculties be- 
came thus the ideal of Christian life, and to express 
it more or less perfectly the ideal of essentially 
Christian art It was this which the Middle Ages 
instinctively typified in the Grothic cathedral, — no 
accidental growth, but the visible symbol of an in- 
ward faith, — which soars forever upward, and 
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yearns toward heaven like a martyr-flame suddenly 
turned to stone. 

It is not without significance that Gbethe, who, 
like Dante, also absorbed and represented the ten- 
dency and spirit of his age, should, during his youth 
and while Europe was alive with the moral and in- 
tellectual longing which preluded the French Bevo- 
lution, have loved the Gothic architecture. It is 
no less significant that in the period of reaction 
toward more positive thought which followed, he 
should have preferred the Greek. His greatest 
poem, conceived during the former era, is Gothic 
Dante, endeavoring to conform himself to literary 
tradition, began to write the DwAna Commedia in 
Latin, and had elaborated several cantos of it in 
that dead and intractable material. But that poetic 
instinct, which is never the instinct of an individ- 
ual, but of his age, could not so be satisfied, and 
leaving the classic structure he had begun to stand 
as a monument of faulure, he completed his work 
in Italian. Instead of endeavoring to manufacture 
a great poem out of what was foreign and artificial, 
he let the poem make itself out of him. The epic 
which he wished to write in the universal language 
of scholars, and which might have had its ten lines 
in the history of literature, would sing itself in pro- 
vincial Tuscan, and turns out to be written in the 
universal dialect of mankind. Thus all great poets 
have been in a certain sense provincial, — Homer, 
Dante, Shakespeare, (Goethe, Bums, Scott in the 
^ Heart of Midlothian " and ^^ Bride of Lammer- 
moor," — because the office of the poet is always 
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yioarious, beoaose nothing that has not been Uying 
experience can become living expression, becanse 
the coUectiye thought, the faith, the desire of a na- 
tion or arace, isthe cumolatiye result of many ages, 
is something organic, and is wiser and stronger 
than any single person, and will make a great states- 
man or a great poet out of any man who can en- 
tirely surrender himself to it. 

As the Gothic cathedral, then, is the lype of the 
Christian idea, so is it also of Dante's poem. And 
as that in its artistic unity is but the completed 
thought of a single architect, which yet could never 
have been realized except out of the faith and by the 
contributions of an entire people, whose beliefs and 
superstitions, whose imagination and fancy, find 
expression in its statues and its carvings, its calm 
saints and martyrs now at rest forever in the sedn- 
sion of their canopied niches, and its wanton gro- 
tesques thrusting themselves forth from every pin- 
nacle and gargoyle, so in Dante's poem, while it is 
as personal and peculiar as if it were his private 
journal and autobiography, we can yet read the 
diary and the autobiography of the thirteenth cen- 
tury and of the Italian peojde. Complete and har- 
monious in design as his work is, it is yet no Pagan 
temple enshrining a type of the human made divine 
by triumph of corporeal beauty ; it is not a private 
chapel housing a single saint and dedicate to one 
chosen bloom of Christian pieiy or devotion ; it is 
truly a cathedral, over whose high altar hangs the 
emblem of suffering, of the Divine made human to 
teach the beauiy of adversity, the eternal presence 
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of the spiritual, not overhanging and threatening, 
but informing and snstaining Hie materiaL In this 
cathedral of Dante's there are side^shapek as is fit, 
with altars to all Christifln yirtnes and perfections ; 
but the great impression of its leading thought is 
that of aspiration, for ever and ever. In the three 
divisions of the poem we may trace something more 
than a fancied analogy with a Christian basilica. 
There is first the ethnic f oreconrt, then the purga- 
torial middle space, and last the holy of holies 
dedicated to the eternal presence of the media- 
torial GKkL 

But what gitres Dante's poem a peculiar claim to 
the title of the first Christian poem is not merely its 
doctrinal truth or its Christian mythology, but the 
fact that the scene of it is laid, not in this world, 
but in the soul of man ; that it is the allegory 
of a human life, and therefore imiversal in its sig- 
nificance and its application. The genius of Dante 
has given to it such a self-subsistent realiiy, that 
one almost gets to feel as if the chief value of con- 
temporary Italian history had been to furnish it 
with explanatory foot-notes, and the age in which it 
was written assumes towards it the place of a satel- 
lite. For Italy, Dante is the thirteenth century. 

Most men make the voyage of life as if they car- 
ried sealed orders which they were not to open till 
they were fairly in mid-ocean. But Dante had 
made up his mind as to the true purpose and mean- 
ing of our existence in this world shortly after he 
had passed his tweniy-fifth year. He had already 
conceived the system about which as a connecting 
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thread the whole experience of his life, the whole 
result of his studies, was to cluster in imperishable 
crystab. The corner-stone of his system was the 
Freedom of the Will (in other words, the right of 
private judgment with the condition of accounta- 
bility), which Beatrice calls the ^^ noble virtue." ^ 
As to every man is offered his choice between good 
and evil, and as, even upon the root of a nature 
originally evil a habit of virtue may be engrafted,* 
no man is excused. ^^ All hope abandon ye who 
enter in," for they have thrown away reason which 
is the good of the intellect, *^ and it seems to me no 
less a marvel to bring back to reason him in whom 
it is wholly spent than to bring back to life him 
who has been four days in the tomb." ^ As a guide 
of the will in civil afihirs the Emperor ; in spirit- 
ual, the Pope.^ Dante is not one of those reform- 
ers who would assume the office of God to ^* make all 
things new." He knew the power of tradition and 

1 Purgatorio, XYUL 73. He defines it in Uie D0 Monorchia 
(lib. i § 14). Among other things he calls it ^ the first begin- 
ning of our liberty.*' Paradise, Y. 10, 20, he calls it ''the great- 
est gift that in his largess God creating made." " Dioo quod judi- 
cium medinm est apprehensionis et appetitns." (De ManarduOj M 
svpra,) 

'* Bight and wrong, 
Between whose endless jar justice resides." 

(TraUus and Cressida,) 

2 Convito, Tr. IV. c. 22. 

^ Convito, Tr. IV. c. 7. '* Qui desoenderit ad inferos, non aseen- 
det" (Job vii. 9.) 

* But it may be inferred that he put the interests of mankind 
abore both. " For citizens," he says, " exist not for the sake of 
consuls, nor the people for the sake of the king, but, on the con- 
trary, consuls for the sake of citizens, and the king for the sake of 
the i>eople." 
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liabity and wished to utilize it for his purpose. He 
found the Empire and the Papacy already existing, 
but both needing reformation that they might serve 
the ends of their original institution. Bad leader- 
ship was to blame ; men fit to gird on the sword had 
been turned into priests, and good preachers spoiled 
to make bad kings.^ The spiritual had usurped to 
itself the prerogatiyes of the temporal power. 

** Rome, that ref omned Hie world* aoonstomed wis 

Two iiiiis to hATe which one roftd and tibe other, 
Of God and of the world, made manif est 
One haa tibe other qnenehed, and to the oroaier 
The sword is joined, and ill beseemeth it, 



Beeanse, being joined one feaieth not the other.** ^ 
Both powers held their authoriiy directly from Gh>d, 
*^ not so, however, that the Roman Prince is not in 
some things subject to the Roman PontifE, since 
that human f elidiy [to be attained only by peace, 
justice, and good government, possible only under 
a single ruler] is in some sort ordained to the end 
of immortal felicity. Let CsBsar use that reverence 
toward Peter which a first-bom son ought to use 
toward a father ; that, shone upon by the light of 
paternal grace, he may more powerfully illumine 
the orb of earth over which he is set by him alone 
who is the ruler of all things spiritual and tempo- 
raL"^ As to the fatal gift of Constantine, Dante 
demonstrates that an Emperor could not alienate 
what he held only in trust; but if he made the 
gift, the Pope should hold it as a feudatory of the 

1 Paradiso. VHI. 146, 140. « Pwgatono, XVL 106-112. 

* De Monardua, $ tift. 
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Empire, for iihe benefit, howeyer, of Christ's poor.^ 
Dante is always carefnl to distinguish between Ae 
Papacy and the Pope. He prophesies for Boniface 
Vill. a place in hell,^ but acknowledges him as Ae 
Vicar of Christ, goes so far eyen as to denonnoe 
the outrage of Crnillanme de Nogaret at Anagni as 
done to the Saviour himself.' But in the Spiritual 
World Dante acknowledges no such supremacy, 
and, when he would have &llen on his knees before 
Adrian Y., is rebuked by him in a quotation fr(Rn 
the Apocalypse : — 

'* Err not, fellow-Mrvaiit am I 
With Oiee and with the othen to one power."* 

So impartial was this man idiose great woric is 
so often represented as a kind of bag in which he 
secreted the gall of personal prejudice, so truly 
Catholic is he, that both parties find their arsenal 
in him. The Bomanist proves his soundness in 
doctrine, the anti-Bomanist claims him as the first 
Protestant ; the Mazzinist and the Imperialist can 
alike quote him for their purpose. Dante's ardent 
conviction would not let him see that both Church 

1 De ifonarcAia, lib. iii. § 10. '' Potent tamen Lnpeiator in pa- 
trooiiiiiim EodeaisB ftatrimoiiiiim et alia deputare immoto aempw 
soperiori domiiiio oajus nnitas dirisio non patitiir. Potetat et 
Yicarius Dei reoipere, non tanqoam poeeeeaor, aed ta nqnam froe- 
tanm pro Ecdeeia proqne Ghristi panperibus dii^ensator." He 
teUs na that St Dominic did not aak for like tithea which belong 
to the poor of God. ( Portuf mo, XIL 98, 94.) '' Let ihem retan 
whence Ihey came," he nya (De Wmardda, lib. ii § 10) ; **tikej 
came well, let them retom ill, for they were well girea and ill 
held." 

^ Iirfemo, XTX. 68 ; Paradito, XXX. 145-148. 

• Purgatorio, XX. 86-92. • Purgatorio, XIX. 184, 186. 
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and Empire were on the wane. If an ugly suspi- 
don of this would force itself upon him, perhaps 
he only dnng to both the more tenaciously ; but 
he was no bUnd theorist He would reform the 
Church through the Church, and is less anxious for 
Italian independence than for Italian good govem- 
ment under an Emperor from Germany rather than 
from Utopia. 

The Papacy was a necessary part of Dante's sys- 
tem, as a supplement to the Empire, which we 
strongly incline to believe was always foremost in 
his mind. In a passage already quoted, he says 
that *^the soil wliudre Rome sits is worthy beyond 
what men preach and admit," that is, as the birth- 
place of the Empire. Both in the Convito and the 
De Monorchia he affirms that the course of Soman 
history was providentially guided from the first. 
Some was founded in the same year that brought 
into the world David, ancestor of the Redeemer 
after the flesh. St. Augustine said that ^*God 
showed in the most opulent and illustrious Empire 
of the Romans how much the civil virtues might 
avail even without true religion, that it might be 
understood how, this added, men became citizens 
of another city whose king is truth, whose law 
charity, and whose measure eternity." Dante goes 
further than this. He makes the Romans as well 
as the Jews a chosen people, the one as founders 
of civil society, the other as depositaries of the true 
&ith.^ One side of Dante's mind was so practical 

^ Tlilf rwolti from the whole ooone of hie aig^imient In the eeo- 
ood book of De Monarehioj end in the YL Pcaradiao he oelle the 
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and positive, and his pride in the Romanfl so in- 
tense,^ that he sometimes seems to r^;ard their 
mission as the higher of the two. Without peace, 
which only good government could give, mankind 
could not arrive at the highest virtue, whether of 
the active or contemplative life. ^^ And since what 
is true of the part is true of the whole, and it hap- 
pens in the particular man that by sitting qoietlj 
he is perfected in prudence and wisdom, it is dear 
that the human race in the quiet or tranquillity of 
peace is most freely and easily disposed for its 
proper work whidi is almost divine, as it is writ- 
ten, ^ Thou hast made him a littie lower than the 
angels/^ Whence it is manifest that universal 
peace is the best of those things whidi are ordained 
for our beatitude. Hence it is that not riches, not 
pleasures, not honors, not length of life, not health, 
not strength, not comeliness, was sung to the shep- 
herds from on high, but peace." ^ It was Dante's 
experience of the confusion of Italy, where 



BoniMi eagle ''the lufd of God" and ''the leittolieoii ol God." 
We miift remember that with Dmote God k alwayit the *' Bmpeior 
of HeftTen," the barons of whose ooort are the Apostles. (Para- 
di$o, XXIV. 116 ; lb., XXV. 17. ) 

^ Dante seems to imply (ihoo^ his name be German) that he 
was of Boman desomit. He makes the original inhabitants ol 
Florenoe (Infemoy XV. 77, 78) of Boman seed ; and Gaooiagiiida, 
when asked by him about his anoestry, makes no more definite 
answer than that their dwelling was in the most anoient part ol 
the dty. (Paradi$o, XVL 40.) 

' Man was oreated, aooording to Dante (Convt^o, Tr. IL e. 6), 
to snpply the place of the fallen angels, and is in a sense soperior 
to the angels, inasmnoh as he has reason, which they do not need. 

^ De Monorchia, lib. L § 6. 
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''One dotih gnaw the other 
Of ihoee whom one wall and one foeae ahnt in,'*^ 

that suggested the thought of a universal umpire, 
for that, after all, was to be the chief function of 
his Emperor. He was too wise to insist on a uni- 
formity of political institutions a priori^ for he 
seems to have divined that the surest stay of order, 
as of practical wisdom, is habit, which is a growth, 
and cannot be made off-hand. He believed with 
Aristotle that vigorous minds were intended by na- 
ture to rule,^ and that certain races, like certain 
men, are bom to leadership.^ He calls democra- 
cies, oligarchies, and petty princedoms (tyranrndes) 
^oblique policies which drive the human race to 
slavery, as is patent in all of them to one who rea- 
sons.''^ He has nothing but pity for mankind 
when it has become a many-headed beast, ^^ despis- 
ing the higher intellect irrefragable in reason, the 
lower which hath the &ce of experience.''^ He 
had no faith in a turbulent equality asserting the 
divine right of /'m 08 good as you. He thought 
it fatal to all discipline: ^^The confounding of 
persons hath ever been the b^inning of sickness 
in the state." ^ It is the same thought which Shake- 
speare puts in the mouth of Ulysses : — 

" Degree being Twarded, 

The imworthieal shows as fairly m the mask. 

When degree is shaked, 

1 Pwrgatorioj VL 88, 84. > De Monorchia, lib. L § 16. 

* De Monarddoy lib. L § 6. « De Monorchia, lib. il § 7. 

« De Monorchia, lib. L § 14. « De Monorchia, lib. L § la 
T Pwrgaiario, XVL 67, 68. 
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Which is the laddar to all lugb dengna, 
Then entetpirise is siok." ^ 



Yet no one can read Dante without feeling that he 
had a high sense of the worth of freedom, whether 
in thought or goTemment. He represents, indeed, 
the very object of his journey through the triple 
realm of shades as a search after liberty.^ But it 
must not be that scramble after undefined and in- 
definable rights whidi ends always in despotism, 
equally degrading whether crowned with a red cap 
or an imperial diadem. His theory of liberty has 
for its comer-«tone the Freedom of the Will, and 
the will is free only when the judgment wholly con- 
trols the appetite.^ On such a base even a demo- 
cracy may rest secure, and on sudi alone. 

Bome was always the central point of Dante's 
speculation. A shadow of her old soyereignty was 
still left her in the primacy of the Churdi, to 
whidi unity of faith was essential. He accordingly 
has no sympathy with heretics of whatever kind. 
He puts the ex-troubadour Bishop of Marseilles, 
chief instigator of the horrors of Provence, in para- 
dise.^ The Church is infallible in spiritual mat- 
ters, but this is an affair of outward discipline 
merely, and means the Church as a form of polity. 
Unity was Dante's leading doctrine, and there- 
fore he puts Mahomet among the schismatics, not 
because he divided the Church, but the faith.^ 

^ Tnnlui and Crestida^ Act L 8. 3. The whole apeech ia Tery 
remarkable both in thought and phraae. 
« Purgatorio, L 71. » 2>e Mimanhia, lib. i. §. 14. 

* Paradiw, IX. 
» Infenm, XXXVm. ; Purgatorio, ^T^^Tf 
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Dante's Clniroh was of this world, but he sorely 
belieyed in another and spiritual one. It has been 
questioned whether he was orthodox or not. There 
can be no doubt of it so &r as outward assent and 
conformity are conoemed, which he would practise 
himself and enforce upon others as the first pos- 
tulate of order, the prerequisite for all happiness 
in this life. In regard to the Visible Church he 
was a reformer, but no revolutionist; it is sheer 
ignorance to speak of him as if there were anything 
new or exceptional in his denunciation of the cor- 
ruptions of the clergy. They were the common- 
places of the age, nor were they confined to lay- 
men.^ To the absolute authority of the Church 
Dante admitted some exceptions. He denies that 
the supreme Pontiff has the unlimited power of 
binding and loosing claimed for him. ^^ Otherwise 
he might absolve me impenitent, which Gbd him- 
self could not do." * 

" By maliflon of thein k not so lost 
BtonuJ Loire that H oaimot letun.*' * 

Nor does the sacredness of the office extend to him 
who chances to hold it. Philip the Fair himself 
could hardly treat Boniface VUl. worse than he. 
With wonderful audacity, he declares the Papal 
throne vacant by the mouth of Saint Peter himself.^ 
Even if his theory of a dual government were not 

1 Sm the poems of Walter Mi^es (who was Axohdeaooo of Ox- 
ford) ; the BibU Chioty and the BiUe am ieignor de Bene^ Barbft- 
BMi and M^o^, n. 

« Be Monarckia, Hb. iiL § & 

* Purgatorio, UL 188, 184. 

« ParQdim>, XXVIL 22. 
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in question, Dante must haye been very cantioos 
in meddling with the Chnioh. It was not an age 
that stood much upon ceremony. He himself tells 
us he had seen men burned alive, and the author 
of the Ottimo Comento says : ^^ I the writer saw 
followers of his [Era Dolcino] burned at Padua to 
the number of twenty-two together/'^ Clearly, 
in such a time as this, one must not make ^ the 
veil of the mysterious verse " too thin.^ 

In the afbdrs of this life Dante was, as we 
have said, supremely practical, and he makes pru- 
dence the chief of the cardinal virtues.^ He has 
made up his mind to take things as they come, and 
to do at Bome as the Romans do. 

'* All, sttvage company t bat in ihe Ghmbh 
Wiih Baints, and in the taTem^riih the glnttooa! " ^ 

In the world of thought it was otherwise, and here 
Dante's doctrine, if not precisely esoteric, was cei^ 
tainly not that of his day, and must be gathered 
from hints rather than direct statements. The 
general notion of GK)d was still (perhaps is largely 
even now) of a provincial, one might almost say a 
denominational. Deity. The popular poets always 
represent Macon, Apolin, Tervagant, and the rest 
as quasi-deities unable to resist the superior strength 
of the Christian Gt>d. The Paynim answers the 
arguments of his would-be converters with the 
taunt that he would never worship a divinity who 

1 Pwrgatcrio, XXVIL 18; Ottimo, Inferno, XXVilL 65. 

* Inferno, IX. 68 ; Purgatorio, YDL 20. 

• Purgatorio, XXIX. 181, 182. 
« Inferno, XSSL 18, 14. 
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eonld not save himfwlf from being done ignomini* 
onsly to deatL Dante evidently was not satisfied 
with the narrow oonoeption whidi limits the inter- 
est of the Deity to the a&drs of Jews and Chris- 
tians. That saying of Saint Paul, ^^ Whom, there- 
fore, ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto 
yon," had perhaps influenced him, but his belief 
in the divine mission of the Roman people prob- 
ably was conclusive. ^^The Boman Empire had 
the help of miracles in perfecting itself," he says, 
and then enumerates some of them. The first is 
that ^* under Numa Pompilius, the second king of 
the Bomans, when he was sacrificing according to 
tiie rite of the Grentiles, a shield f cJl from heaven 
into the city chosen of God."^ In the Concito 
we find ^^ Virgil speaking in the person of God," 
and .^Bacus ^^ wisely having recourse to God," the 
god being Jupiter.' Ephialtes is punished in hell 
for rebellion against ^^ the Supreme Jove," ^ and, 
that there may be no misunderstanding, Dante 
elsewhere invokes the 

Who upon earth for ns wMt enieified.''^ 

It is noticeable also that Dante, with evident de- 
sign, constantly alternates examples drawn from 
Christian and Pagan tradition or mythology. ^ He 

^ Be Monorchia^ lib. iL § 4. 

* CimvUo, Tr.iy.o. 4; Ih^ o. 27; Mndd, L 178, 179; Orid'e 
Uti^yiL 

* Inferno, XX XT. 02. 

« Pto-yatorto, YL 118, 119. PaHnoti 
died this. (Morgante, Canto IL st 1.) 

* See, for example, Purgatorio, XX. 100-117. 
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had oonoeived a imity in the human raoe, all of 
whose branches had worshipped the same Gk>d un- 
der divers names and aspects, and had arrived at 
the same truth by different roads. We cannot un- 
derstand a passage in the twenty-sixth ParadisOj 
where Dante inquires of Adam concerning the 
names of God, except as a hint that the Chosen 
People had done in this thing even as the GrentileB 
did.^ It is true that he puts all Pagans in Limbo, 
*^ where without hope they live in longing,'* and 
that he makes baptism essential to salvation.* But 
it is noticeable that his Limbo is the Elysium of 
Virgil, and that he particularizes Adam, Noah, 
Moses, Abraham, David, and others as prisoners 
there with the rest till the descent of Christ into 
hell.^ But were they altogether without hope? 
and did baptism mean an immersion of the body 
or a purification of the soul? The state of the 
heathen after death had evidently been to Dante 
one of those doubts that spring up at the foot 
of every trutL Li the De Monarchia he says: 
*^ There are some judgments of Gbd to which, 
though human reason cannot attain by its own 

^ We belieye that Dante, thongh lie did not nndentand Qreek, 
knew something of Hebrew. He would hmTe been likely to etndy 
it as the saoied language, and opportnmties of profiting by the 
help of learned Jews oould not have been wanting to him in hit 
wanderings. In the aboye-oited passage some of the best texts 
read I s' appdlava^ and others Un «' appdUtva, God was called J 
(the Je in Jehovah) or One, and afterwards El, — the strong, *- 
an epithet given to many gods. Whicherer reading we adopt, 
the meaning and the inference from it are the same. 

• Inferno, IV. 

• Dante's **Iimbo," of course, is the older <*Limbus FMvum." 
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ftrength, yet is it lifted to them by the help of 
faith and of those things which are said to us in 
Holy Writ, — as to this, that no one, however per- 
fect in tiie moral and intellectual virtnes both as a 
habit [of the mind] and in practice, can be saved 
without faith, it being granted that he shall never 
have heard anything concerning Christ; for the 
unaided reason of man cannot look upon this as 
just ; nevertheless, with the help of faith, it can." ^ 
But faith, it should seem, was long in lifting Dante 
to this height ; for in the nineteenth canto of the 
Paradiso, which must have been written many 
years after the passage just cited, the doubt recurs 
again, and we are told that it was ^*a cavern," 
concerning which he had ^^ made frequent question- 
ing." The answer is given here : — 

*' Truly to him who wHh me sabtOiies, 
Ifio the Scriptwre wen not over you. 
For donbtiiig there were marreUoiu occasion.^ 

But what Scripture? Dante seems cautious, tells 
us that the eternal judgments are above our com- 
prehension, postpones the answer, and when it 
comes, puts an orthodox prophylactic before it : — 

*' Unto this kmgdom neyer 
Aflcended one who had not faith in Christ, 
Before or since he to the tree was nailed. 
Bnt look thon, many crying are, * Christ, Christ I ' 
Who at the judgment shall he far less near 
To him than some shall be who knew not Christ,** 

There is, then, some hope for the man bom on the 
bank of Indus who has never heard of Christ? 
Dante is still cautious, but answers the question in- 

1 De Monorchia, Ub. ii. § 8. 
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direody in the next canto by patting the Trojan 
Biphens among the blessed : — 

"' Wbo would belieye, down in the eimnt world, 
That e^er the Trojan Biphens in this lonnd 
Gonld be the fifth one of these holy lights ? 
Now knoweth he enough of what the world 
Has not the power to see of grace diyine, 
Although ki$ sight may not diseem the bottom.*' 

Then he seems to hesitate again, brings in the 
Church legend of Trajan brought back to life by 
the prayers of Grr^ory the Great that he might be 
converted ; and after an interval of fifty lines teDs 
us how Sipheus was saved : — 

^ The other one, through graoe, that from so deep 
A fountain weUs that never hath the eye 
Of any cr oatnr e reached iti primal waire. 

Set all his lore below on righteoosness ; 

Wherefore from grace to grace did God nndose 
ffis eye to oar redemption yet to bo, 

Whence he belieyed therein, and suffered not 
From that day forth the stench of Paganism, 
And he reproved therefor the folk perverse. 

Those BCaidens three, whom at the right-hand wheel ^ 
Thou didst behold, were unto him for baptism 
More than a thousand years before baptinng." 

If the reader recall a passage already quoted from 
the Cowoito? he will perhaps think with us that 
the gate of Dante's Lirnbo is left ajar even for the 
ancient philosophers to slip out. The divine judg- 
ments are still inscrutable, and the ways of GK)d 

1 Fttth, Hope, and Charity. (FMrgatorio, XXIX. 121.) Mr. 

Longfellow has trandated the last verse literally. The i 

it, 

** More than a thousand yean ere baptism was.*' 

* In which the oe{e«tia/ il<ft«iit is mentioned. 
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paat finding oat, bat faith would seem to have led 
Dante at last to a more merciful solution of his 
doubt than he had reached when he wrote the De 
MonoTchUi. It is always humanizing to see how 
the most rigid creed is made to bend before the 
kindlier instincts of the heart The stem Dante 
thinks none beyond hope save those who are dead 
in sin, and have made evil their good. But we are 
by no means sure that he is not right in insisting 
rather on the implacable severiiy of the law than 
on the possible relenting of the judge. Exact jus- 
tice is commonly more merciful in the long run 
than pity, for it tends to foster in men those 
stronger qualities which make them good citizens, 
an object second only with the Boman-minded 
Dante to that of making them spiritually regener- 
ate, nay, perhaps even more important as a neces- 
sary preliminary to it. The inscription over the 
gate of hell tells us that the terms on whidi we re- 
ceive the trust of life were fixed by the Divine 
Power (which can what it wills), and are therefore 
unchangeable ; by the Highest Wisdom, and there- 
fore for our truest good ; by the Primal Love, and 
therefore the kindest. These are the three attri- 
butes of that justice whidi moved the maker of 
them. Dante is no harsher than experience, which 
always exacts the uttermost farthing ; no more in- 
exorable than conscience, which never forgives nor 
forgets. No teaching is truer or more continually 
needful than that the stains of the soul are in- 
effaceable, and that though their growth may be 
arrested, their nature is to spread insidiously till 
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ihej haye brought all to their own color. £yil is 

a far more omming and persevering propagandist 

than Grood, for it has no inward strength, and is 

driyen to seek conntenanoe and sympathy. It must 

have company, for it cannot heax to be alone in 

the dark, while 

** Yirtne can see to do what Yu^nib would 
Bj her own zaduuit light." 

There is one other point whidi we will dwell on 
for a moment as bearing on the question of Dante's 
orthodoxy. His nature was one in which, as in 
Swedenborg's, a dear practical understanding was 
continually streamed over by the northern lights of 
mysticism, through whidi the familiar stars shine 
with a softened and more spiritual lustre. Nothing 
is more interesting than the way in which the two 
qualities of his mind alternate, and indeed play into 
each other, tingeing his matter-of-fact sometimes 
with unexpected glows of &ncy, sometimes giving 
an almost geometrical precision to his most mysti- 
cal visions. In his letter to Can Grande he says: 
^^ It behooves not those to whom it is given to know 
what is best in us to follow the footprints of the 
herd; much rather are they bound to oppose its 
wanderings. For the vigorous in intellect and rea- 
son, endowed with a certain divine liberty, are con- 
strained by no customs. Nor is it wonderful, since 
they are not governed by the laws, but mudi more 
govern the laws themselves." It is not impossible 
that Dante, whose love of knowledge was all-em- 
bracing, may have got some hint of the doctrine of 
the Oriental Sufis. With them the first and lowest 
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of the steps that lead upward to perfection is the 
Law, a strict observance of which is all that is ex- 
pected of the ordinary num whose mind is not open 
to the conception of a higher virtue and holiness. 
But the Sufi puts himself under the guidance of 
some holy man [Virgil in the Infemo\y whose 
teaching he receives implicitly, and so arrives at 
the second step, which is the Path [Pwrgtxtorio] 
by which he reaches a point where he is freed from 
all outward ceremonials and observances, and has 
risen from an outward to a spiritual worship. The 
third step is Knowledge [Parctdiso]^ endowed by 
whidi with supernatural insight, he becomes like 
the angels about the throne, and has but one &r- 
ther step to take before he reaches the goal and 
becomes one with Qod. The analogies of this sys- 
tem with Dante's are obvious and striking. They 
become still more so when Virgil takes leave ci 
him at the entrance of the Terrestrial Paradise 
with the words : — 

** Expect no more a word or sign from me ; 

Free and apright and loand ia tliy free-wiU, 
And error were it not to do its bidding; 
Thee o'er thyself I therefore crown and mitre," ^ 

that is, ^^ I make thee king and bishop over thy- 
self; the inward light is to be thy law in things 
both temporal and spiritual'' The originality of 
Dante consists in his not allowing any divorce be- 
tween the intellect and the soul in its highest sense, 
in his making reason and intuition work together 
to the same end of spiritual perfection. The un- 

1 Pwrgatcrio, XXVH 189-142. 
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satisfoctoriness of Bcieiioe leads Faust to se^ re- 
pose in worldly pleasure ; it led Dante to find it in 
faith, of whose efficacy the shortcoming of all logi- 
cal substitntes for it was the most oonTindng argu- 
ment. That we cannot know, is to him a proof 
that there is some higher plane on ^diich we can 
believe and see. Dante had discovered the incat 
culaUe worth of a single idea as compared with 
the largest heap of facts ever gathered. To a man 
more interested in the sonl of things than in the 
body of them, the little finger of Fbto is thicker 
than the loins of Aristotle. 

We cannot but think that there is something 
like a fallacy in Mr. Backless theory that the ad- 
vance of mankind is necessarily in the direction of 
science, and not in that of morals. No doubt the 
laws of morals existed from the beginning, but so 
also did those of science, and it is by the applica- 
tion, not the mere recognition, of both that the 
race is benefited. No one questions how much 
science has done for our physical comfort and oon- 
venienoe, and with the mass of men these perhaps 
must of necessity precede the quickening of their 
moral instincts ; but such matorial gains are illu- 
sory, unless they go hand in hand with a corre- 
sponding ethical advance. The man who gives 
his life for a principle has done more for his kind 
than he v|ho discovers a new metal or names a new 
gas, for the great motors of the race are moral, not 
intellectual, and their force lies ready to the use of 
the poorest and weakest of us alL We accept a 
truth of science so soon as it is demonstrated, are 
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perfectly wiUing to take it on anthorily, can appro- 
priate whatever use there may be in it without the 
least understanding of its processes, as men send 
messages by the electric telegraph, but every truth 
of morals must be redemonstrated in the experience 
of the individual man before he is capable of util- 
izing it as a constituent of character or a guide in 
action. A man does not receive the statements 
that ^*two and two make four,'' and that ^^the pure 
in heart shall see Gk>d," on the same terms. The 
one can be proved to him with four grains of com ; 
he can never arrive at a belief in the other till he 
realize it in the intimate persuasion of his whole 
being. This is typified in the mystery of the in- 
carnation. The divine reason must forever mani- 
fest itself anew in the lives of men, and that as 
individuals. This atonement with GK)d, this iden- 
tification of the man with the truth,^ so that right 
action shall not result from the lower reason of 
utility, but from the higher of a will so purified of 
self as to sympathize by instinct with the eternal 
laws,^ is not something that can be done once for 
all, that can become historic and traditional, a dead 
flower pressed between the leaves of the family 
Bible, but must be renewed in every generation, 
and in the soul of every man, that it may be valid. 

* "I ooiieehred myself to be now," says IGltoii, "not as mine 
own peiBon, Irat as a member incorporate into that troth whereof 
I was pemiaded.'' 

* ** But now was turning my desire and win, 

Bren as a wheel that equally is mored, 
The Lore that mores the son and other stan." 
(ParodiMOy XXXIIL, dosing yenes of the Divina Commedia,) 
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Certain sectB show iheb leoogmtkm of tiik in idaft 
aie called reviTak, a gross and camal a tte mp t to 
apply tmtliyas it were, meehanicaUj, and to acoom- 
pUsli by the etheriaticHi of ezxdtement and Hbe 
magnetism of crowds what is possihle only in ibe 
sditary exaltations of the sonL This is tiie high 
moral of Dante's poem. We have likened it to a 
Christian basiTica; and as in that so there is here 
also, painted or carven, every image of beanty and 
holiness the artisfs mind could conceive for the 
adornment of the holy place. We may linger to 
enjoy these if we will, but if we follow the central 
thought that runs like the nave from entrance to 
choir, it leads us to an image of the divine made 
human, to teach us how the Jwwmm mi ght also 
make itself divine. Dante beholds at last an image 
of that Power, Love, and Wisdom, one in essence, 
but trine in manifestation, to answer the needs of 
our triple nature and satisfy the senses, the heart, 
ft¥>^ th ^ mind. 

^ Within the deep and Imniiions 8ab«stence 

Of the High Light appeared to me three eirelea, 
Of thieef old eolor and of one dimenaion , 
And by the seeond eoo med the fint reflected 
As Iris 18 by Iria, and the third 
Seemed fire that equally from both is Ineathed. 

^nthin itself, of iti own yery eolor, 

Seemed to me painted -with oar effigy, 
Wherefore my sight was all ahsosbed therein.'* 

He had reached the high altar where the miracle 
of transnbstantiation is wrought, itself also a type 
of the great conversion that may be accomplished 
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in our own nature (the lower thing assuming the 
qualities of the higher), not by any process of rea- 
son, but by the very fire of the divine love. 

" Then there nnote my mind 
A flish of lightmi^ whezein oame ite wiih.'*! 

Perhaps it seems little to say that Dante was the 
first great poet who ever made a poem wholly out 
of himself, but, rightly looked at, it implies a won- 
derful self-reliance and originality in his genius. 
His is the first keel that ever ventured into the 
silent sea of human consciousness to find a new 
world of poetry. 

'* L' aoqna oh' io piendo giammai non si cocse*'* ^ 

He discovered that not only the story of some he- 
roic person, but that of any man might be epical ; 
that the way to heaven was not outside the world, 
but through it. Living at a time when the end of 
the world was still looked for as imminent,^ he be- 
lieved that the second coming of the Lord was to take 
place on no more conspicuous stage than the soul of 

^ DRnte eeems to aUnde direotly to this artiole of the Cath- 
olie faith niien he says, oo entering the Celestial Paiadise, ''to 
signify transhnmanising hy words ooold not be done,'* and qnes- 
tioos whether he was t)iere in the renewed spirit <»dy or in the 
flesh also: — 

'* If I was merely what ofmt thou newly 

CreaUdst, Lore, who goremest the hea;?ens, 
Thoa knowest, who didst lift me with thy Ught I ' ' 

(Paradi9o, L 73-75.) 

* Paradiio, IL 7. Lnoretins makes the same boast : — 

"' Aria I^eridom peragro looa nollins ante 
Tritasolo." 

* Camfito, Tr. IV. c 15. 
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man ; that Ms kingdom would be established in the 
sorrendered wiU. A poem, the precious distillation 
of such a character and such a life as his through 
all those sorrowing but undespondent years, must 
have a meaning in it which few men haye meaning 
enough in themselves wholly to pentrate. That its 
allegorical form belongs to a past fashion, with 
which the modem mind has little sympathy, we 
should no more think of denying than of whitewash- 
ing a fresco of CKotto. But we may take it as we 
may nature, which is abo full of double meanings, 
either as picture or as parable, either for the sim- 
ple delight of its beauty or as a shadow of the 
spiritual world. We may take it as we may his- 
tory, either for its picturesqueness or its moral, 
either for the variety of its figures, or as a witness 
to that perpetual presence of Ood in his creation of 
which Dante was so profoundly sensible. He had 
seen and suffered much, but it is only to the man 
who is himself of value that experience is valuable. 
He had not looked on man and nature as most of 
us do, with less interest than into the columns of 
our daily newspaper. He saw in them the latest 
authentic news of the God who made them, for he 
carried everywhere that vision washed clear with 
tears which detects the meaning under the mask, 
and, beneath the casual and transitory, the eternal 
keeping its sleepless watch. The secret of Dante's 
power is not far to seek. Whoever can express 
himadf-mSa, the full force of unconscious sincerity 
will be found to have uttered something ideal and 
universaL Dante intended a didactic poem, but 
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the most piotoresque of poets oould not escape his 
genius, and his sermon sings and glows and charms 
in a manner that surprises more at the fiftieth 
reading than the first, such variety of freshness is 
in imagination. 

There are no doubt in the Dwina Commedia (re- 
garded merely as poetry) sandy spaces enough both 
of physics and metaphysics, but with every deduc- 
tion Dante remains tiie first of descriptive as well 
as moral poets. His verse is as various as the feel 
ing it conveys ; now it has the terseness and edge 
of steel, and now palpitates with iridescent softness 
like the breast of a dove. In vividness he is with- 
out a rival. He drags back by its tangled locks 
the unwilling head of some petty traitor of an Ital- 
ian provincisd town, lets the fire glare on the sullen 
&ce for a moment, and it sears itself into the mem- 
ory forever. He shows us an angel glowing with that 
love of Grod which makes him a star even amid the 
glory of heaven, and the holy shape keeps lifelong 
watch in our fantasy, constant as a sentineL He 
has the skill of conveying impressions indirectly. 
In the gloom of hell his bodily presence is revealed 
by his stirring something, on the mount of expia- 
tion by casting a shadow. Would he have us feel 
the brightness of an angel? He makes him whiten 
a&r through the smoke like a dawn,^ or, walk- 
ing straight toward the setting sun, he finds his 
eyes suddenly unable to withstand a greater splen- 
dor against which his hand is imavaiUng to shield 

1 Pwrgatorio, XVL 142. Hen b Milton's '* Far ofthis eoBong 
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him. Eyen its reflected light, then, is teigfater 
than the direct ray of the van} And how much 
more keenly do we feel the parched lips of Master 
Adam for those riynlets of the Casentino which 
ran down into the Arno, ^ making their channels 
cool and soft " I His comparisons are as fresh, as 
simple, and as directly from nature as those of 
^SLamet? Sometimes they show a more subtle 
observation, as where he compares the stooping of 
Antaeus over him to the leaning tower of GhEuri- 
senda, to which the douds, flying in an opposite di- 
rection to its inclination, give away their motion.^ 
His suggestions of individuality, too, from attitude 
or speech, as in Farinata, Sordello, or Pia,^ give 
in a hint what is worth acres of so-called character- 
painting. In straightforward pathos, the single and 
sufficient thrust of phrase, he has no competitw. 
He is too sternly touched to be effusive and tearful : 

" lo non piaiigOT»| tl dentro impietnd." ^ 

BBs is always the true coin of speech, 

1 Pwrgatorio, XV. 7, et teq. 

> Se«, for eumple, Inferno, XVIL 127-132; lb. XXIV. 7-12; 
Pwrgatario, H. 124-129; lb., IIL 79-«4; lb., XXVIL 76-81; 
Paradito, XIX. 91-03; lb. XXL 34-89; lb. XXIIL 1-9. 

• Inferno, XXXL 136-138. 

** And thoM thm clouds abore, in flakes and ban, 
That giTe away their motion to the itan." 

(Coleridge, Dejeetiony an Ode,) 
See also the oomparison of the dimneos of the faces seen around 
him in Paradise to *' a pearl on a white forehead." {Panuiiso, 
IIL14.) 

* Infemo, X35-41 ; Pwrgatorio, VL 61-«6; lb., X. 133. 

6 For example, Cayaloanti's Come dice$ti egli ebbe f {Inferno, X 
67,68.) Anselmnccio's Tu gwMrdi si, padre, che haif (Inferno, 
XXXin.5L) 
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''SIliioidaetltoDda 
Che nel woo oonio inillA oi s' infona,*' 

and never the highly ornamented promise to pay, 
token of insolyency. 

No doubt it is primarily by his poetic qualities 
that a poet must be judged, for it is by these, if by 
anything, that he is to maintain his place in litera- 
ture. And he must be judged by them absolutely, 
with reference, that is, to the highest standard, 
and not relatiyely to the fashions and opportunities 
of the age in whicb he lived. Yet these considera- 
tions must fairly enter into our decision of another 
side of the question, and one that has much to do 
with the true quality of the man, with his charac- 
ter as distinguished from his talent, and therefore 
with how much he will influence men as well as 
delight them. We may reckon up pretty exactly a 
man's advantages and defects as an artist ; these he 
has in common with others, and they are to be mea- 
sured by a recognized standard ; but there is some- 
thing in his gemu8 that is incalculable. It would 
be hard to define the causes of the difference of im- 
pression made upon us respectively by two such 
men as .^Bschylus and Euripides, but we feel pro- 
foundly that the latter, though in some respects a 
better dramatist, was an infinitely lighter weight. 
.^Bschylus stirs something in us far deeper than the 
sources of mere pleasurable excitement. The man 
behind the verse is far greater than the verse itself, 
and the impulse he gives to what is deepest and 
most sacred in us, though we cannot always explain 
it, is none the less real and lasting. Some men 
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always seem to Temain ontside dieir work ; others 
make their individuality felt in every part of it ; 
their very life vibrates in every verse, and we do 
not wonder that it has ^* made them lean for many 
years." The virtue that has gone out of them 
abides in what they do. The book such a man 
makes is indeed, as Milton called it, ^^ the precious 
lifeblood of a master spirit." Theirs is a true im- 
mortaliiy , for it is their soul, and not their talent, 
that survives in their work. Dante's concise forth- 
rightness of phrase, which to that of most othw 
poets is as a stab ^ to a blow with a cudgel, the 
vigor of his thought, the beauty of his images, the 
refinement of his conception of spiritual things, 
are marvellous if we compare him with his age 
and its best achievement. But it is for his power 
of inspiring and sustaining, it is because they find 
in him a spur to noble aims, a secure refuge in 
that defeat which the present always seems, that 
they prize Dante who know and love him best. He 
is not merely a great poet, but an influence, part of 
the soul's resources in time of trouble. From him 
she learns that, ^^ married to the truth, she is a mis- 
tress, but otherwise a slave shut out of all lib- 
erty." « 

All great poets have their message to deliver us, 
from something higher than they. We venture on 
no unworthy comparison between him who reveals 

1 To the '* bestiality *' of certain aisromeiitB Dante saya, " one 
would vish to reply, not with worda, but with a knife/' (Co9^ 
vito, Tr. rV. c. 14.) 

« Chnvito, Tr. rV. c. 2. 
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to OS the beauty of this world's love and the gran- 
deur of this world's passion and him who shows 
that love of Gt)d is the fruit whereof all other loves 
are but the beautiful and fleeting blossom, that the 
passions are yet sublimer objects of contemplation, 
when, subdued by the will, they become patience 
in suffering and perseverance in the upward path. 
But we cannot help thinking that if Shakespeare 
be the most comprehensive intellect, so Dante is 
the highest spiritual nature that has expressed it- 
self in rhythmical form. Had he merely made us 
feel how petty the ambitions, sorrows, and vexa- 
tions of earth appear when looked down on from 
the heights of our own character and the seclusion 
of our own genius, or from the region where we 
commune with Grod, he had done much : 

'* I with my sight retained thiengh one and all 
^le Berenf old apheies, and I beheld this globe 
Sooh that I smiled at its ignoble semUanoe.'' ^ 

But he has done far more ; he has shown us the 
way by which that country far beyond the stars 
may be reached, may become the habitual dwelling- 
place and fortress of our nature, instead of being 
the object of its vague aspiration in moments of 
indolence. At the Bound Table of King Arthur 
there was left always one seat empty for him who 
should accomplish llie adventure of the Holy GraiL 
It was called the perilous seat because of the dan- 
gers he must encounter who would win it. In the 
company of the epic poets there was a place left 
for whoever should embody the Christian idea of a 
1 Paradi90y XXIL 132-185; lb., XXVIL 110. 
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triumphant life, outwardly all defeat, inwardly yio- 
torioos, wlio should make us partakers of thi^ enp 
of sorrow in which all are communicants mth 
Christ. He who should do this would indeed 
achieye the perilous seat, for he must combine 
poesy with doctrine in such cunning wise that the 
one lose not its beauty nor the other its seyerity, — 
and Dante has done it. As he takes possession of 
it we seem to hear the cry he himself heard when 
Virgil rejoined the company of great singers, 
'* All honor to the loftieet of poets 1 " 
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Chauceb had been in his grave one hundred 
and fifty years ere England had secreted choice 
material enough for the making of another great 
poet. The nature of men living together in socie- 
ties, as of the individual man, seems to have its pe- 
riodic ebbs and floods, its oscillations between the 
ideal and the matter-of-fact, so that the doubtful 
boimdary line of shore between them is in one gen- 
eration a hard sandy actuality strewn only with 
such remembrances of beauty as a dead sea-moss 
here and there, and in the next is whelmed with 
those lacelike curves of ever^aining, ever-receding 
foam, and that dance of joyous spray which for a 
moment catches and holds ^ sunshine. 

From the two centuries between 1400 and 1600 
the inde&tigable Bitson in his Bibliographia JPo- 
etica has made us a catalogue of some six himdred 
English poets, or, more properly, verse-makers. 
Ninety-nine in a hundred of them are mere names, 
most of them no more than shadows of names, some 
of them mere initials. Nor can it be said of them 
that their works have perished because they were 
written in an obsolete dialect ; for it is the poem 
that keeps the language alive, and not the language 
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that buoys up the poenL The revival of letters, as 
it is called, was at first the revival of anderU let- 
ters, which, while it made men pedants, could do 
very little towards making them poets, much lees 
towards making them original writers. There 
was nothing left of the freshness, vivacity, invioi- 
tion, and careless faith in the present which make 
many of the productions of tke Norman Trouv^res 
delightful reading even now. The whole of Eu- 
rope during the fifteenth century produced no 
book which has continued readable, or has beccmie 
in any sense of the word a classic. I do not mean 
that that century has left us no illustrious names, 
that it was not enriched with some august intel- 
lects who kept alive the apostolic succession of 
thought and speculation, who passed along the still 
unextinguished torch of intelligence, the lampada 
vitcB^ to those who came after them. But a clas- 
sic is properly a book which maintainfl itself by 
virtue of that happy coalescence of matter and 
slyle, that innate and exquisite sympathy between 
the thought that gives life and the form that con- 
sents to every mood of grace and dignity, which 
can be simple without being vulgar, elevated with- 
out being distant, and which is something neither 
ancient nor modem, always new and incapable of 
growing old. It is not his Latin which makes 
Horace cosmopolitan, nor can Stranger's French 
prevent his becoming so. No hedge of language 
however thorny, no dragon-coil of centuries, will 
keep men away from these true apples of the Hes- 
perides if once they have caught sight or scent of 
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ihem. If poems die, it is because there was never 
tme life in them, that is, that true poetic vitaliiy 
which no depth of thought, no airiness of fancy, no 
sincerity of feeling, can singly communicate, but 
which leaps throbbing at touch of that shajnng 
&cult7 the imagination. Take Aristotle's ethics, 
the scholastic philosophy, the theology of Aquinas, 
the Ptolemaic system of astronomy, the small poli- 
tics of a provincial city of the Middle Ages, mix in 
at will Ghrecian, Boman, and Christian mythology, 
and tell me what chance there is to make an im^ 
mortal poem of such an incongruous mixture. Can 
these dry bones live ? Yes, Dante can create such 
a soul under these ribs of death that one hundred 
and fifty editions of his poem shall be called for in 
these last sixty years, the first half of the sixth cen- 
tury since his death. Accordingly I am apt to be- 
lieve that the complaints one sometimes hears of 
the neglect of our older literature are the regrets 
of archsdologists rather than of critics. One does 
not need to advertise the squirrels where the nut- 
trees are, nor could any amount of lecturing per- 
suade them to spend their teeth on a hollow nut. 

On the whole, the Scottish poetry of the fifteenth 
century has more meat in it than the Ehiglish, but 
this is to say very little. Where it is meant to be 
serious and lofty it falls into the same vices of un- 
reality and allegory which were the fashion of the 
day, and which there are some patriots so fearfully 
and wonderfully made as to relish. Stripped of 
the archaisms (that turn every y to a meaningless 
2, spell which quMlky shake schaikj bugle howgUl^ 
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powder puldvr^ and will not let us simplj whisfle 
till we have puckered our mouths to qithis»Ur) in 
which the Scottish antiquaries love to keep it dis- 
guised, — as if it were nearer to poetry the further 
it got from all human recognition and sympathy, — 
stripped of these, there is little to distinguish it 
from the contemporary yerse-mongering south of 
the Tweed* Their compositions are generally as 
stiff and artificial as a trellis, in striking contrast 
with the popular ballad-poetry of Scotland (some 
of which possibly falls within this period, though 
most of it is later), which clambers, lawlessly if you 
will, but at least freely and simply, twining the 
bare stem of old tradition with graceful sentiment 
and lively natural sympathies. I find a few sweet 
and flowing yerses in Dunbar's ^^ Merle and Night- 
ingale," — indeed one whole stanza that has always 
seemed exquisite to me. It is this : — 

'* Ne'er sweeter noiBe was heaid by Uying man 
Than made this merry, gentle nightingale. 
Her Bonnd went with the river as it ran 
Ont ihroDgh the fresh and flourished lusty Tale ; 
O merle, quoth she, O fool, leave off thy tale, 
For in thy song good teaching there is none. 
For both are lost,— the time and the travail 
Of every love but upon Qod alone.*' 

But except this lucky poem, I find little else in the 
serious verses of Dunbar that does not seem to me 
tedious and pedantic I dare say a few more lines 
might be found scattered here and there, but I 
hold it a sheer waste of time to hunt after these 
thin needles of wit buried in unwieldy haystacks 
of Terse. If that be genius, the less we have of it 
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the better. His ^^ Dance of the Seven Deadly 
Sins," over which the excellent Lord Hailes went 
into raptures, is wanting in everything but coarse- 
ness ; and if his invention dance at aU, it is like a 
galley-slave in cluuns under the lash. It would be 
well for us if the sins themselves were indeed such 
wretched bugaboos as he has painted for us. What 
he means for humor is but the dullest vulgarity ; 
his satire would be Billingsgate if it could, and, 
failing, becomes a mere offence in the nostrils, for 
it takes a great deal of salt to keep scurrility sweet. 
Mr. Sibbald, in his "Chronicle of Scottish Poetry," 
has admiringly preserved more than enough of it, 
and seems to find a sort of national savor therein, 
such as delights his countrymen in a haggis^ or the 
German in his satLerJcraut. The uninitiated for^ 
eigner puts his handkerchief to his nose, wonders, 
and gets out of the way as soon as he civilly can. 
Barbour's "Brus," if not precisely a poem, has 
passages whose simple tenderness raises them to 
that level. That on Freedom is familiar.^ But its 
highest merit is the natural and unstrained tone of 
manly courage in it, the easy and familiar way in 
which Barbour always takes chivalrous conduct as 
a matter of course, as if heroism were the least you 
could ask of any man. I modernize a few verses 
to show what I mean. When the King of England 
turns to fly from the battle of Bannockbum (and 

^ Tliaagh alwaji miBapplied in qnotation, as if he had used the 
word in that generalized meaning which is common now, bnt 
whidi oonld not without an impossible anachromsm have been 
present to his mind. He meant merely freedom from prison. 
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Barbour with his usual generosity tells us be has 
beard that Sir Aymer de Valence led him awaj 
by the bridle-rein against his will), Sir Qiks 
d'Argente 

''Saw the king thus and his menie 
StKpe them to flee so speedily, 
He came right to the king in hy piaftfly] 
And said, ' Sir, since that is so 
That ye thus gate your gate will go, 
Have ye good-day, for hack will I : 
Yet nerer fled I certainly, 
And I choose here to hide and die 
Than to live shamefolly and fly.'" 

The ^^Bms" is in many ways the best rhymed 
ohronide OTer written. It is national in a high 
and generous way, but I confess I haye little £uth 
in that quality in literature which is commonly 
called nationality, — a kind of praise seldom given 
where there is anything better to be said. liter- 
ature that loses its meaning, or the best part of it, 
when it gets beyond sight of the parish steeple, is 
not what I understand by literature. To teU you 
when you cannot fully taste a book that it is be- 
cause it is so thoroughly national, is to condemn 
the book. To say it of a poem is eyen worse, for 
it is to say that what should be true of the whole 
compass of himian nature is true only to some 
north-and-by-east-half -east point of it. I can un- 
derstand the nationality of Firdusi when, looking 
sadly back to the former glories of his country, he 
tells us that ^^the nightii^ale still sings old Pei^ 
sian " ; I can understand the nationality of Bums 
when he turns his plough aside to spare the rough 
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burr thisde, and hopee he may write a song or two 
for dear auld Scotia's sake. That sort of national 
ily belongs to a oonntry of which we are all citi- 
zens, — that country of the heart which has no 
boundaries laid down on the map. All great poe- 
try must smack of the soil, for it must be rooted in 
it, must suck life and substance from it, but it must 
do so with the aspiring instinct of the pine that 
climbs forever toward diyiner air, and not in the 
groTcIling fashion of the potato. Any verse that 
makes you and me foreigners is not only not great 
poetry, but no poetry at alL Dunbar's works were 
disinterred and edited some thirty years ago by 
Mr. Laing, and whoso is national enough to like 
thistles may browse there to his heart's content. 
I am inclined for other pasture, having long ago 
satisfied myself by a good deal of dogged reading 
that every generation is sure of its own share of 
bores without borrowing from the past 

A little later came Gbwain Douglas, whose trans- 
lation of the .SJneid is linguistically valuable, and 
whose introductions to the seventh and twelfth books 
»- the one describing winter and the other May — 
have been safely praised, they are so hard to read. 
There is certainly some poetic feeling in them, and 
the welcome to the sun comes as near enthusiasm as 
is possible for a ploughman, with a good steady yoke 
of oxen, who lays over one furrow of verse, and 
then turns about to lay the next as cleverly along- 
side it as he can. But it is a wrong done to good 
taste to hold up this item kind of description any 
longer as deserving any other credit than that of 
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a good memory. It is a mere bill of parcels, a 
poBt4nortem inventory of nature, where imagina- 
tion is not merely not called for, bat would be out 
of place. Why, a recipe in the cookery-book is as 
much like a good dinner as this kind of stuff is like 
true word-painting. The poet with a real eye in 
his head does not give us everything, but only the 
best of everything. He selects, he combines, or 
else ^ves what is characteristic only; while the 
false style of which I have been speaking seems to 
be as glad to get a pack of impertinences on its 
shoulders as Christian in the Pilgrim's Progress 
was to be rid of his. One strong verse that can 
hold itself upright (as the French critic Bivarol 
said of Dante) with the bare help of the substan- 
tive and verb, is worth acres of this dead cord-wood 
piled stick on stick, a boundless continuity of dry* 
ness. I would rather have written that half -stanza 
of Longfellow's, in the ^^ Wreck of the Hesperus," 
of the ^^ billow that swept her crew like icicles from 
her deck," than all Gawain Douglas's tedious enu- 
meration of meteorological phenomena put togetlier. 
A real landscape is never tiresome ; it never pre- 
sents itself to us as a disjointed succession of iso- 
lated particulars ; we take it in with one sweep of 
the eye, — its light, its shadow, its melting grada- 
tions of distance: we do not say it is this, it is that, 
and the other; and we may be sure that if a descrip- 
tion in poetry is tiresome there is a grievous mis- 
take somewhere. All the pictorial adjectives in 
the dictionary will not bring it a hair's-breadth 
nearer to trutii and nature. The tact is that what 
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we flee is in the mind to a greater degree than we 
are commonly aware. As Coleridge says, — 

'* O lady, we netiy Imt what we gire, 
And in our life alone doth Nature li^e I '' 

I have made the nnf ortonate Ihmbar the text for 
a diatribe on the snbjeot of desoriptiye poetry, be- 
oanse I find that this old ghost is not laid yet, but 
comes back like a yampire to suck the life out of a 
tme enjoyment of poetry, — and the medicine by 
which vampires were cured was to nnbnry them, 
drive a stake through them, and get them imder 
ground again with all despatcL Hie first duty of 
the Muse is to be delightful, and it is an injury 
done to all of us when we are put in the wrong by 
a kind of statutory affirmation on the part of the 
critics of something to which our judgment will not 
consent, and from which our taste revolts. A col- 
lection of poets is commonly made up, nine parts 
in ten, of this perfunctory verse-making, and I 
never look at one without regretting that we have 
lost that excellent Latin phrase. Corpus poetarum. 
In fancy I always read it on the backs of the vol- 
umes, — a body of poets, indeed, with scarce one 
soul to a hundred of them. 

One genuine English poet illustrated the early 
years of the sixteenth century, — John Skelton. 
He had vivacity, fancy, humor, and originality. 
Oleams of the truest poetical sensibility alternate 
in him with an almost brutal coarseness. He was 
truly Eabftlaisian before Eabelais. But there is a 
freedom and hilarity in much of his writing that 
gives it a singular attraction. A breath of cheer- 
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ftilneBS nmfl along tihe slender stream of bis rem^ 
under whiok it seems to ripple and crinkle, oatob- 
ing and casting back the sunshine like a stream 
blown on by clear western winds. 

But Skelton was an exceptional blossom of an- 
tumn. A long and dreary winter f oUows. Snrrqr* 
who brought back with lum from Italy the blank* 
verse not long before introduced by Trissino, is to 
some extent another exception. He had the sen* 
timent of nature and unhackneyed feeling, but he 
has no mastery of verse, nor any elegance of dic- 
tion. We have Gascoigne, Surrey, Wyatt, stiff, pe- 
dantic, artificial, systematic as a country cemetery, 
and, worst of all, the whole time desperately in 
love. Every verse is as flat, thin, and regular as m 
lath, and their poems are nothing more than bun- 
dles of such tied trimly together. They are said to 
have refined our language. Let us devoutly hope 
they did, for it would be pleasant to be grateful to 
them for something. But I fear it was not so, for 
only genius can do that ; and Stemhold and Hop- 
kins are inspired men in comparison with them. 
For Stemhold was at least the author of two noUe 
stanzas: — 

" 'Die Lord desoended from above 
And bowed the heaTens high, 
And nnderneath his feet he oast 
The darkness of the sky ; 

" On ohembs and on chembims 
Fall royally he rode, 
And on the wings of all the winds 
Came flying all abroad.'' 

But Gtiscoigne and the rest did nothing more tiian 
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pot die wont Bohool of Italian love poetry into an 
awkward English dress. The Italian proverb says, 
«« loglese italianizzato, Diavolo incamato," that an 
Englishman Italianized is the very devil incarnate, 
and one feels the truth of it here. The very titles 
of their poems set one yawning, and their wit is the 
canse of the dnlness that is in other men. *^ The 
lover, deceived by his love, repenteth him of the 
tme love he bare her." As thus : — 

" Wbere I MOglit liMi;Ten there found I kap; 

IVom danger onto deathy 
Mnoh like the mooae that treada the trap 

In hope to find her food, 
And hitea the bread that atopa her breath, — 

So in like caae I atood.'' 

^The lover, accusing his love for her unfaithful^ 
ness, proposeth to live in liberty." He says : — 

* * But I am like the beaten fowl 
That from the net eaeaped, 
And thoa art like the rayening owl 
That aU the night hath waked.** 

And yet at the very time these men were writing 
there were simple ballad-writers who could have 
set them an example of simplicity, force, and 
grandeur. Compare the futile efforts of these poet- 
asters to kindle themselves by a painted flame, 
and to be pathetic over the lay figure of a mistress, 
with the wild vigor and almost fierce sincerity of 
the ** Twa Corbies ": — 

'^ As I waa waDdng all alone 
I heard tws oorbiea making a moan. 
The one nnto the other did say, 
Where ahall we gang dine to-day ? 
In beyond that old tnrf dyke 
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I wot tkM Bm a B0w-daiB kn|^ ; 

And uebody kflns that Im Hm time 

Bnt hk lutwk and hk boond and hk lady &ur. 

Hk hoond k to tlia Inmting gone, 

Hk bawk to feteh tha wild fowl hooM, 

Hk lady fans ta'en anodier mats, 

So we may make our dinnar sweet. 

Cer hk white bones as they Ik haie 

Hie wind shall blow foteTecmair." 

There was a lesson in rhetoric for our worti^ 
friends, oonld thej have understood it. But they 
were as much afraid of an attack of nature as of 
the plague. 

Such was the poetical inheritance of style and 
diction into which Spenser was bom, and which he 
did more than any one else to redeem from tlie 
leaden gripe of vulgar and pedantic conceit. Sir 
FhiUp Sidney, bom the year after him, widi a 
keener critical instinct, and a taste earlier emanci- 
pated than his own, would have been, had he lived 
longer, perhaps even more directly influential in 
educating the taste and refining the vocabulary of 
his contemporaries and immediate successors. The 
better of his pastoral poems in the ^^ Arcadia" are, 
in my judgment, more simple, natural, and, above 
all, more pathetic than those of Spenser, who some- 
times strains the shepherd's pipe with a blast that 
would better suit the trumpet. Sidney had the 
good sense to feel that it was unsophisticated senti- 
ment rather than rusticity of phrase that befitted 
such themes.^ He recognized the distinction be- 
tween simplicity and vulgarity, \Anch Wordsworili 

1 In hk Dtfenee of Poesy he oondemns the arohakms and pio- 
Tinoklkms of the ShqthercTs Calendar, 
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was BO long in finding oat» and seems to have 
divined the &ct that there is but one kind of Eng- 
lish that is always appropriate and never obsolete, 
namely, the very best^ With the single exception 
of Thomas Campion, his experiments in adapting 
classical metres to English verse are more success- 
fol than those of his contemporaries. Some of his 
elegiacs are not ungrateful to the ear, and it can 
hardly be doubted that Coleridge borrowed from 
bis edogne of Strephon and Elaius the pleasing 
movement of his own Catullian SendecaayUabics. 
Spenser, perhaps out of deference to Sidney, also 
tried his hand at English hexameters, the introduc- 
tion of which was claimed by his friend Grabriel 
Harvey, who thereby conceived that he had assured 
to himself an immortality of grateful remembrance. 
But the result was a series of jolts and jars, prov- 
ing that the language had run off the track. He 
seems to have been half conscious of it himself, 
and there is a gleam of mischief in what he writes 
to Harvey : ^^ I like your late English hexameter 
10 exceedingly well that I also enure my pen some- 
time in that kind, which I find indeed, as I have 
often heard you defend in word, neither so hard 
nor so harsh but that it will easily yield itself to 
our mother-tongue* For the only or chief est hard- 
ness, which seemeth, is in the accent, which some- 

^ " TlMre k, m 700 must hare beazd Woidnrordi point out, a 
Uagiuige of pore, intelligible Knglfgh, which was spoken in Ghao- 
•er's time, and is spoken inooxs; eqnaUy nndentood then and 
now; and of which the Bible is the written and pennanent stand- 
ard, as it hasnndoabtedlybeen the great means of pic<suiiiiig it" 
(SottfAe/s Life and Conitpandence^ iiL 103, 104.) 
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time gapeih, and, as it were, yawnedi ill&TQvedly, 
oonmig abort of that it should, and sometiiiie ez- 
fi^tng the measure of the nmnber, as in Carpets 
ter; the middle syllable being used short in speeel^ 
idien it shall be read long in verse, seemeth fike a 
lame gosling that drawethone 1^ after her; and 
Sieaoen being used short as one syllable, idien it is 
in Terse stretched out with a diastole, is like a 
lame dog that holds up one 1^." ^ It is almost in- 
oonoeivaJble that Spenser's hexameters shonld haTS 
been written by the man who was so soon to teadi 
his native language how to soar and sing, and to 
give a fuller sail to English verse. 

One of the most striking tacts in our fiteraiy 
history is the preeminence at once so frankfy and 
unanimously ccmceded to Speaker by his contempo- 
raries. At first, it is true, he had not many rivals. 
Before the ^^ Faeiy Queen " two long poems were 
printed and popular, — the ^Mirror for Magis- 
trates " and Warner's "^ Albion's England," — and 
not long after it came the ^^Pdyolbion " of Dray- 
ton and the ""Civil Wars" of Daniel This was 
the period of the saurians in English poetry, inter- 
minable poems, book after book and canto after 
canto, like fai^«tretohing vertebrcBy that at firrt 

1 Nash, who has far better elaimt than Swift to be ealM the 
&«;]ldi Babelaia, thoa at ooee deaeribea and parodiea Biuwfm 
hezameten in prose, "that dntnkeii, staggering kind of Terse, 
which is all np hill and down hill, like the way betwixt Stamford 
and Beeohfield, and goes like a horse plunging through the ndrs 
hi the deep of winter, now sensed up to the saddle, and straight 
akCt im his tiptoes." It was a happy thoaght to satirias (in this 
fairerted way) prose written in the form of Tezse, for the last 
twelfe words make a hexameter. 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



SPENSER 279 

flig^ would seem to have rendered eariih unfit for 
die habititbn of man. They most of them sleep 
well now, as once they made their readers sleep, 
and their huge remains lie embedded in the deep 
morasses of Chalmers and Anderson. We wonder 
at the length of &ce and general atrabilious look 
that mark the portraits of the men of that genera- 
tion, but it is no marvel when even their relaxations 
were such downright hard work. Fathers when 
their day on earth was up must have folded down 
the leaf and left the task to be finished by their 
sons, — a dreary inheritance. Yet both Drayton 
and Daniel are fine poets, though both of them in 
their most elaborate works made shipwreck of their 
genius on the shoal of a had subject. Neither of 
them could make poetry coalesce with gazetteering 
or chronide-making. It was like trying to put a 
declaration of love into the forms of a declaration 
in trover. The ^^ Folyolbion " is nothing less than 
a versified gaietteer of Kngland and Wales, — for- 
tunately Scotland was not yet annexed, or the poem 
would have been even longer, and already it is the 
fdesioaaurus of verse. Mountains, rivers, and even 
marsheB are personified, to narrate historical epi- 
sodes, or to give us geographical lectures. There 
are two fine verses in the seventh book, where, 
speaking of the cutting down some noUe woods, he 
says,— 

** Theb tnmki like ag«d fdk ncm Un and Bilked stttid,^ 
As for lerenge to heayen each held a withered hand " ; 

and there is a passage about the sea in the twen- 

^ ^ohaUy nggeeted bj a yerw of Speneer eited ii^fra. 
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tieth book that comes near being fine ; but die tax 
greater part is mere joiner-work. Consider die 
life of man, that we flee away as a shadow, that 
our days are as a post, and then think whether we 
can afford to honor snch a draft upon our time as 
is implied in these thirty books all in alexandrines I 
Even the laborious Selden, who wrote annotations 
on it, sometimes more entertaining than Ae tezti 
gaye oat at the end of the eighteenth book. Yet 
Drayton could write well, and had an agreeaUa 
lightsomeness of fancy, as his ^ Nymphidia " proves. 
His poem ^^ To the Cambrio-Britons on their Harp " 
is full of yigor ; it runs, it leaps, clashing its Terses 
like swords upon bucklers, and moves the pulse te 
a charge. 

Daniel was in all respects a man of finer mouUL 
He did indeed refine oor tongue, and deserved the 
praise his contemporaries concur in giving him of 
being ** well-languaged." ^ Writing two hundred 
and fifty years ago, he stands in no need of a glos- 
sary, and I have noted scarce a dozen words, and 
not more turns of phrase, in his works, tiiat hav« 
become obsolete. This certainly indicates both r^ 
markable taste and equally remarkable judgment. 
There is a conscious dignity in his thought and 

1 Ednmnd Bolton in hk Hgpercritica sayi, " The wodn of Sam 
Daniel contained somewlutt a flat, bnt yet withal a Teiy pnte and 
eofnons Engliah, and woids as wanantable as any man's, und Jitter 
perhapt for pro9e ihan meature,** I ha^e italicized his seeood 
thought, which chimes cnrionsly with the feeling Daniel leaTsa 
hi the mind. (See Haslewood's Ancieia Crit Essaytf foL iL) 
Wordsw orth , an excellent judge, much admixed Daniel's poem to 
the Goontsas of Gnmheriand. 
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lentmieBtsiioh as we rarefy meet His best poems 
always remind me of a table-land, where, because 
all is so leyel, we are apt to forget on how lofty a 
plane we are standing. I think his ^^ Musophilus " 
the best poem of its kind in the language. The 
reflections are natural, the expression condensed, 
the thought weighty, and the language worthy of 
it But he also wasted himself on an historical 
poem, in which the characters were incapable of 
that remoteness from ordinary associations which 
IS essential to the ideaL Not that we can escape 
into the ideal by merely emigrating into the past 
or the unfamiliar. As in the German legend the 
little black Kobold of prose that haunts us in 
the present will seat himself on the first load of 
furniture when we undertake our flitting, if the 
magician be not there to exorcise him. No man 
ean jump off his own shadow, nor, for that matter, 
off his own age, and it is very likely that Daniel 
had ojolj the thinking and langnaging parts of a 
poet's outfit, without the higher creative gift which 
alone can endow his conceptions with enduring life 
and with an interest which transcends the parish 
limits of his generation. In the prologue to his 
^ Masque at Court " he has unconsciously defined 
his own poetry : — 

"Wliereiii no wild, no mde, no antio iport, 
But tender pMBioM, motions soft and gxvft 
The still flpeotstor must expect to lutTe." 

And indeed his verse does not snatch you away 
from ordinary associations and hurry you along 
with it as is the wont of the higher kinds of poetry. 
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but leaves y<m, as it were, upon the bank wtAtbmg 
the peaceful onrrent and lulled by its somewbat 
monotonous muimur. His best-known poem, bfam- 
deringly misprinted in all the collections, is that 
addressed to the Countess of Cumberland. It is an 
amplification of Horace's Integer VkcB^ and when 
we compare it with the original we miss the point, 
the compactness, and above all the urbane tone of 
the original. It is very fine English, but it is Ae 
English of diplomacy somehow, and is never down- 
right this or that, but always has the honor to be 
BO or BO, with sentiments of the highest ocmsider- 
ation. Yet the praise of wdUanguaged^ since it 
implies that good writing then as now demanded 
choice and forethought, is not without interest far 
those who would classify the elanents of a style 
that will wear and hold its colors wdL His dic- 
tion, if wanting in the more hardy evidences of 
musde, has a supploiess and spring that give proof 
of training and endurance. His *^ Defence of 
Bhyme," written in prose (a more difficult test than 
verse), has a passionate eloqu^ice that reminds 
one of Burke, and is more light-armed and mod- 
em than the prose of Miltcm fifty years later. For 
us Occidentals he has a kindly prophetic word: — 

" And who in time knows wliidier we may Tent 
The treMoie of oor tongne ? to what ttrange thoies 
The gain of oor best glory may be sent 
To enrich unknowing nations with onr stores ? 
What worlds in the yet vnf ormed Occident 
Hay come refined with accents that aie oars ? " 

During the period when Spenser was getting his 
artistic training, a great change was going on in 
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our moihffir4Qiigae, and the language of literatnie 
was diflengaging itself more and more fn^n that of 
ordinary talk. The poets of Italy, Spain, and 
France began to rain influence and to modify and 
refine not only style but vooabnlary. Men were 
disoovering new worlds in more senses than one, and 
the yisionary finger of expectation still pointed for- 
ward. There was, as we learn from contemporary 
pamphlets, very much the same demand for a na- 
tional literature that we haye heard in America. 
This d^nand was nobly answered in the next gen- 
eration. But no man contributed so much to the 
transformation of style and language as Spenser ; 
for not only did he deliberately endeavor at re- 
form, but by the charm of his diction, the novel 
harmonies of his verse, his ideal method of treat- 
ment, and the splendor of his &ncy, he made the 
new manner popular and fruitful We can trace 
in Spenser's poems the gradual growth of his taste 
through experiment and failure to that assured 
self-confidence which indicates that he had at 
length found out the true bent of his genius, — 
that happiest of discoveries (and not so easy as it 
might seem) which puts a man in undisturbed pos- 
session of his own individuality. Before his time 
the boundary between poetry and prose had not 
been clearly defined. His great merit lies not 
only in the ideal treatment with which he glorified 
common things and gilded them with a ray of en- 
thusiasm, but far more in the ideal point of view 
which he first revealed to his countrymen. He at 
first sought for that remoteness, whidi is implied in 
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an escape from the realism of daily life, in die pas- 
toral, — a kind of imting whicli, oddly enough, 
from its original intention as a protest in favor of 
naturalness, and of human as opposed to heroic 
sentiments, had degenerated into the most artificial 
of abstractions. But he was soon convinced of his 
error, and was not long in choosing between an un- 
reality which pretended to be real and those ever- 
lasting realities of the mind which seem unreal 
<mly because they lie beyond the horizon of the 
every-day world, and become visible only when the 
mirage of fantasy lifts them up and hangs them in 
an ideal atmosphere. As in the old &iry-tales, the 
task which the age imposes on its poet is to weave 
its straw into a golden tissue; and when every 
device has failed, in comes the witch Tmagination, 
and with a touch the miracle is achieved, simple as 
miracles always are after they are wrought. 

Spenser, like Chaucer a Londoner, was bom in 
1558.^ Nothing is known of his parents, except 
that the name of his mother was Elizabeth; but 
he was of gentle birth, as he more than once in- 
forms us, with the natural satisfaction of a poor 
man of genius at a time when the business talent 
of the middle dass was opening to it the door of 
]prosperous preferment. In 1669 he was entered 

^ Mr. Hales, in the ezeeUenfc memoir of the poet preifized to 
the GUobe edition of his works, pots his hirth a year earlier, on 
the strength of a line in the sixtieth sonnet But it is not estab- 
lished that this sonnet was written in 1608, and OTen if it were, 
a sonnet is not upon oath, and the poet wonld prefer the roond 
Bvmber f ortj, which snited the measore of his Terse, to Ihixtj- 
nine or forty-one, which jxagbt ha^e been truer to the measore off 
his days. 
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as a sisar at Pembroke Hall, Cambridge, and in 
dne course took bis bachelor's degree in 1673, and 
his master's in 1676. He is supposed, on insuffi^ 
cient grounds, as it appears to me, to have met 
with some disgust or disappointment during his 
residence at the University.^ Between 1676 and 
1678 Spenser seems to have been with some of his 
kinsfolk ^^ in the North." It was during this in- 
terval that he conceived his fruitless passion for 
the Sosalinde, whose jilting him for another shep- 
herd, whom he calls Menalcas, is somewhat per- 
functorily bemoaned in his pastorals.^ Before the 

^ This ha* bean inferred from a paange in one of Gabriel Ha»- 
Tey's letten to him. Bnt it woald seem more natoral, from the 
many allnrions in Harrej's pamphlets a^^ainst Nash, that it was 
his own wrongs which he had in mind, and his self -^iNKMptioo 
would take it for granted that Spenser sympathized with hkoi hi 
all his gmdgea. Harrey is a remarkable instanee of the refimiq^ 
inflnenoe of tilasBical studies. Amid the pedantie farrago of his 
omni-suffioienoy (to borrow one of his own words) we come sud- 
denly upon passages whose gr a f l ty of sentiment, stateUness of 
moyement, and purity of diction remind us of Landor. These 
ludd interrals in his orerweening Tanity explain and justify the 
ficiendship of Spenser. Yet the reiteration of emphasis with 
which he insists on all the world's knowing that Nash had called 
him an ass, probably gaTO Shakespeare the hint for one of the 
most oomic touches in the character of Dogberry. 

' 'Die late Major C. G. Halpine, in a yery interesting essay, 
makes it extremely probaUe that Bosalinde is the anagram of 
Rose Daniel, sister of the poet, and married to John Florio. He 
leares little doubt, also, that the name of Spenser's wife (hitherto 
unknown) was Elizabeth Nagle. (See Aslantic MotMy, yoL iL 
674, NoTcmber, 1868.) Mr. Halpine informed me that he found 
the substance of his essay among the papers of his father, the 
late Bey. N. J. Halpine, of Dublin. The latter published in the 
series of the Siakespeare Society a sprightly little tract entitled 
Oheroiij which, if not quite o(myinoing, is well worth reading for 
its ingenuity and research. 
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poblioatioii of bis "^ Shepheid's Gakncbur " m 1579, 
he had made the aoquaintance of Sir FhiUp Sidney, 
and was domiciled withhimfor a time at Penahnniy 
whether as gaest or literary dependant isimcertain. 
In October, 1579, he is in the household of Ihe 
Earl of Leicester. In July, 1580, he aoc(»npanied 
Lord Grey de Wilton to Ireland as Secretary, and 
in that country he spent the rest of his life, with 
occasional flying visits to England to publish poems 
or in search of preferment. His residence in that 
ooimtry has been compared to that of Ovid in Fon- 
tus. And, no doubt, there were certain outward 
points of likenesfl. The Irishry by whom he was 
surrounded were to the full as savage, as hostile, 
and as tenacious of their ancestral habitudes as 
the Scythians ^ who made Tomi a prison, and the 
descendants of the earlier English settlers had de- 
generated as much as the Mix-Hellenes who dis- 
gusted the Latin poet. Spenser himself looked 
on his life in Ireland as a banishment. In his 
*^ Colin Clout 's come Home again " he tells us 
that Sir Walter Baleigh, who visited him in 1589, 
and heard what was then finished of the *^ Faery 
Queen," — 

" 'Gan to eait greet Hkmg to my Iom 
And great didilring to my luokleas lot, 
Hiat banuht had myself, like wight f orioie, 
Into that waste, where I was quite f oigot 
The whieh to leaTe thenoelorlh he eounselled me, 
Umneet for man in whom was aught regaidfol, 
And wend with him his Cynthia to see. 
Whose grace was great and hoonty most lewardfoL'' 



1 In his prose tract on Ireland, Spenser, periiaps with 

memory of Ovid in his mind, derires the Irish mainly from the 
Scythians. 
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But Spenser was already Uying at Kikiolmftn Cas- 
tle (which, with 3,028 acres of land from the for- 
feited estates of the Earl of Desmond, was eon- 
firmed to him by grant two years later), amid 
scenery at once placid and noble, whose varied 
charm he felt prof onndly. He could not complain, 
with Ovid, — 

" Non liber hio oIIhb, mm qui mibi oommodet auem,'' 

for he was within reach of a cnltiyated society, 
which gave him the stimulus of hearty admiration 
both as poet and scholar. Aboye all, he was fortu- 
nate in a seclusion that prompted study and deep- 
ened meditation, while it enabled him to oonyerse 
with his genius disengaged from those worldly in- 
fluences which would haye disenchanted it of its 
n^stic enthusiasm, if they did not muddle it inglo- 
riously away. Surely this sequestered nest was 
more congenial to the brooding of those ethereal 
visions of the ^^ Faery Queen " and to giving his 
^ soul a loose " than 

" The smokey the wealth, and noise of Borne, 
And all the busy pageantry 
That wise men eoorn and fools adoire.'' 

Yet he longed for London, if not with the home- 
sickness of Bussy-Babutin in exile from the Paris- 
ian sun, yet enough to make him joyfully accom- 
pany Baleigh thither in the early winter of 1589, 
carrying with him the first three books of the great 
poem b^un ten years before. Horace's noivum 
prematvr in annum had been more than complied 
with, and the success was answerable to the well- 
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seasoned material and consoientioiis fidthfoliiess of 
the work. But Spenser did not stay long in Lon- 
don to enjoy his &me. Seen close at lumd, widi 
its jealousies, intrigues, and selfish basenesses, the 
oourt had lost the enchantment lent by the distance 
of Kilcolman. A nature so prone to ideal contem- 
plation as Spenser's would be profoundly shocked 
by seeing too closely the ignoble springs of contem- 
poraneous policy, and learning by what paltry 
personal motiyes the noble opportunities of the 
world are at any given moment endangered. It is 
a sad discoTcry that histoiy is so mainly made by 
ignoble men. 

**Yid6qiiert0globo 
Tal eh'ci soniBe del boo tU tembuuite.*' 

In his ^^ Colin Clout," written just after his return 
to Ireland, he speaks of the court in a tone of con- 
temptuous bitterness, in which, as it seems to me, 
there is more of the sorrow of disillusion than of 
the gall of personal disappointment. He speaks, 
so he tells us, — 

** To warn yonng shepherdB' wandering wit 
Which, throngli report of that life's painted Uim, 
Abandon qniet home to aeek for it 
And leave their lambs to loss misled amiss ; 
For, sooth to say, it is no sort of life 
For shepherd fit to Hto in that same plaoe. 
Where each one seeks with malice and with strife 
To thmst down other into fool diigraoe 
Himself to raise ; and he doth soonest rise 
That best can handle his deceitfnl wit 
In subtle shifts . . . 

To which him needs a gnilefal hoUow heart 
MaskM with fair diwwnbling ooortesy, 
A filed tongoe fnmisht with terms of art, 
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1^0 ait oif ioiiool| Diit eourom Miiool^rj* 

For arti of Mhool hft?* tibere aiudl eornitMiaiicit, 

Counted hut toys to busy idle bxams. 

And there pgo fo sso rs find small maJnteaaace, 

But to be instnimentB of oUien' gsuia) 

Nor IS there plaoe for any gentle wit 

Unless to please it oan itself apply* 



Eren soeh is all theb Taunted yantty, 
Nangfat else bnt smoke that passeth soon away. 

So they themselTes for praise of f oob do sell, 
And all theb wealth for painting on a walL 

Whiles single Tmth and simple Honesty 
Do wander up and down desfrfsed of alL" ^ 

And again in his ^^ Mother Hubberd's Tale," 
in the most pithy and masculine yerses he ever 
wrote: — 

** Host miserable man, whom wicked Fate 
Hatli brought to Court to sue for Had-I-witt 
That few hare found and many one hath mistt 
Foil little knowest thou that hast not tried 
What hell it is in suing long to bide ; 
To lose good days that might be better spent, 
To waste long ni^ti in pensire disoontent. 
To speed to-day, to be put back to-morrow. 
To feed on hope, to pine with fear and sorrow. 
To haTe thy prince's graoe yet want her Peefs*, 
To haTe thy asking yet wait many years. 
To fret thy soul with Biosses and with cares, 
To eat thy heart through comfortless despain, 
To fawn, to crouch, to wait, to ride, to run, 
To spend, to giro, to want, to be undone. 



Whoerer leares sweet home, where mean 
In safe assurance, without strife or hate, 

1 Compars Shakespeare's LXVL Sonnet. 
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Fhida 9JI ihigfi a tii lf il for co «tMrt« « rt m ei k, 
And will to eovit for ■hadows yam to •eek. 



IWi «iiBe God MBd VBto BUM eoany 1 ** 1 

When Spenser had onoe got safely back to the 
secure retreat and serene companionship of his 
great poem, with what profound and pathetic exul- 
tation must he haye recalled the verses of Dante I 

'* Oii diotro * ivm, • dii ad af omnd 
StBgifmi • «ld Mgaeado taoerdodo, 
E ohi xasnar per f ona e per aofiiiiii, 
E ohi mbare, e ohi oiril aegQiio» 
Oii B« diletti dalla eame inrolto 
S' affatioaTa, e ohi n dava aU' ono, 
Qnaado da tutle qaeite eoae toiolto, 
Con Beataoe m' era soio in oielo 
Cotanfeo glotioeameBte aoeolto.*' ' 

What Spenser says of the indifference of the 
court to learning and literature is the more remark- 
able because he himself was by no means an un- 
successful suitor. Queen Elizabeth bestowed on 
him a pension of fifty pounds, and shortly after he 
receiyed the grant of lands already mentioned. It 
is said, indeed, that Lord Burleigh in some way 

* Thie poem, pnUiahed in 1501, wae, Speneer telli m in hit 
dedieatioii, '*loog lithena oompoeed in the raw oonoeit of my 
youth.*' But he had eridently letonohed it The Tonee quoted 
■how a fiimer hand than is geneiaUy aeen in it, and we are Mile in 
aMomin^ that they were added after hie Tint to Aigland. Dr. 
Johneon epigrammatind Speneer^s indietment into 

*' There mark what ills the •ohdlar's life aenil, 
ToO, enry, want, the patron, and the jail,*' 

hnt I tfmikit loeee in pathos more than it gains in point 

* ParaditOy XL 4-12. Spenser was familiar with the Divtna 
Commedia, though I do not rememher that his oommentatofs hare 
pointed out his ehief ohUgatioos to it 
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Iimdered the adyanoement of the poet, ^o more 

than once directly alludes to Um either in reproach 

or remonstrance. In ^^ The Ruins of Time," after 

speaking of the death of Walsingham, 

''Sinoe wlioae deeeaae lerning Hes imiegaided, 
And men of annes do wander nmewarded," 

he giyes the following reason for their n^Iect : — 

''For he tiist now wields all ihii^ at his will, 
Soorns th' one and Ui' other in hit deeper skilL 
Ogrief of griefil O gall of alT good hearts, 
To aee that Tirtoe shoold de^pisSd be 
Of him that first was raised for Yirtiioas parts, 
And now, broad-spreading like an aged tree, 
Lets none shoot up that nigh him planted be: 
O let the man of whom the Mnse is soonied 
Nor lire nor dead be of the Mnse adoned 1 " 

And in the introduction to the fourth book of the 
" Faery Queen," he says again : — 

''The ragged forehead that with giaye foresight 
TSlelds kingdoms* oanses and affairs of state, 
My looser rhymes, I wot, doth sharply wite 
For praising Lore, as I ha^e done of late, — 



By whioh frail youth is oft to f oUy led 

Thxmigh false aUnrement of that pleaafaig bait, 

That better were in Tirtaes disdpled 

Than with yain poems' weeds to ha^e their ^noias fed. 

' ' Snoh ones ill jndge of loye that eannot lore 
Nor in their froaen hearts feel kindly flame; 
Forthy they ought not thing unknown reprore, 
Ne natoral affection faultless blame 
For fault of few that have abnsed the same: 
For it of honor and all Tirtne is 
The root, and brings forth glorions flowers of fame 
^Hiat erown tme lorers with immortal bliss. 
The meed of them that lore and do not lire amiss.** 
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If Lord Burleigh oonld not relish sudh a dish of 
nightingales' tongaes as the *^ Faery Queen," he 
is yeiy mnoh more to be pitied than Spenser. The 
sensitive purily of the poet might indeed well be 
wounded when a poem in which he proposed to 
himself ^^to discourse at large " of *^the ethick part 
of Moral Philosophy " ^ could be so misinterpreted. 
But Spenser speaks in the same strain and without 
any other than a general application in his ^* Tears 
of the Muses," and his friend Sidney undertakes 
the defence of poesy because it was undervalued. 
But undervalued by whom ? By the only persons 
about whom he knew or cared anything, those 
whom we should now call Society and who were 
then called the Court The inference I would draw 
is that, among the causes which contributed to the 
marvellous efflorescence of genius in the last quar- 
ter of the sixteenth century, the influence of direct 
patronage from above is to be reckoned at almost 
nothing.^ Then, as when the same phenomenon 

1 His own words as reported by Lodowick Bryskett (Todd's 
Bpenaer, L Ix. ) The whole passage is Tery interestiiig as gfna$^ 
OS the only glimpse we g^ of the liying Spenserin aotnal eon t act 
with his f eUow-men. It shows him to ns, as we oonld wish to see 
him, snrronnded with loring respect, companionable and helpfnL 
Bry^kett tells ns that he was '* perfect in the Greek tongne," and 
** also Tery well read in philosophy both moral and natnraL" He 
enooaraged Bryskett in the study of Greek, and offered to help 
him in it. Cknnpanng the last yerse of the abore dtation of the 
Faery Qtieeti with other passages in Spenser, I cannot help think- 
ing that he wrote, ** do not love amiss/' 

* " And know, sweet prince, when yon shall come to know, 

That *t is not in the power of kings to raise 

A spirit for Terse that is not bom thereto; 

Nor axe they bora in CTcry prince's days." 

Daniel's Dedic Trag. of PkOoias, 
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has happened elsewhere, there most have been a 
sympathetic public. Idterature, properly so called, 
draws its sap from the deep soil of hmnan nature's 
common and everlasting sympathies, the gathered 
leaf-mould of countless generations (cHrj mp ^vXXiav 
YCVC17), and not from any top-dressing capriciously 
scattered oyer the sur&ce at some master's bid- 
ding.^ England had long been growing more truly 
insular in language and political ideas when the 
Bef ormation came to precipitate her national con- 
sciousness by secluding her more completely from 
the rest of Europe. Hitherto there had been Eng- 
lishmen of a distinct type enough, honestly hating 
foreigners, and reigned over by kings of whom 
they were proud or not as the case might be, but 
there was no England as a separate entity from 
the soyereign who embodied it for the time being.^ 
But now an English people began to be dimly 
aware of itself. Their having got a religion to 
themselves must have intensified them much as 
the having a god of their own did the Jews. The 

^ Louit XIV. is oommoiily supposed in some miiBoiiloiis way to 
hftTe created French literatare. He may more truly be said to 
haTe petrified it so far as his inflnenoe went. The French re- 
naiuanoe in the preceding century was prodnoed by causes shnilar 
in essentials to those which brought abont that in England not 
long after. The grand tikcU grew by natural processes of devel- 
opment ont of that which had preceded it, and which, to the 
impartial foreigner at least, has more flavor, and more French 
flayor too, than the GaUo-Roman usurper that pushed it from its 
stool. The best modem French poetry has been forced to temper 
Its Tsnes in the colder natural springs of the ante-classic period. 

* In the Elizabethan drama, the words "England'' and 
''France'* axe constantly used to signify the ki^gs of those 
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fiThilmratMm of reliel after the long tcpgioii at anx- 
iety, wben tlie Spanuk ArmaHa was o^erwbefaned 
like tlie boeta of Fhanoh, while ifc confirmed their 
aasiiraiice of a provincial deity, most also hate 
been like sonshine to bring into flower all tint 
there was of imaginatire or aentfanental in the 
Engliab nature, already jnst in the first fioah of its 
spring. 

("Tlie7««6Mui» 
Had m ffte B«fl half of hk eouM yranM.") 

And just at this moment of blossoming every breen 
was dnsty with the golden pollen of Ghreece, Borne, 
and Italy. If Keats conld say, when he first 
opened CSiapman's Homer, — 

"Umb fab I lik» tome wstehOT of tlM skiM 
Wlien * new plaaei swims iBto hit kea ; 
Or like stovfc Cortes wfaflB wi^ «aS^ ejH 
He steied at the F^ieifie, and his men 
Looked at eaeh odier wi^ a wild snzmise,'* 

if Eeats could say this, whose mind had been on- 
consciously fed with the results of this culture, — 
results that permeated all thought, all Uteratore, 
and all talk,-^&ncy what must have been the 
awakening shock and impulse communicated to 
men's brains by the revelation of this new vrorld of 
thought and &ncy, an unveiling gradual yet sod- 
den, like that of a great organ, which discovered 
to them what a wondrous instrument was in the 
soul of man with its epic and lyric stops, its deep 
thunders of tragedy and its passionate voo? AiMiiana / 
It might almost seam as if Shakespeare had typified 
all this in Miranda, when she cries out at first sight 
of the long and his courtiers, 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



SPENSER 29S 

How many goodly ovMtmM aie time iMie! 
How boMiteoiis inanlriiMl isl O, brmye new world 
That hftth fiieli people in 't ! '' 

The civil wars of the Boses had heen a barren 
period in English Uterature, because they had been 
merely dynastic squabbles, in which no great prin- 
ciples were inyolved which conld shake all minds 
with controversy and heat them to intense convic- 
tion. A conflict of opposing ambitions wears out 
the moral no less than the material forces of a 
people, bat the ferment of hostile ideas and convic- 
tions may realize resources of character which 
before were only potential, may transform a merely 
gregarious multitude into a nation proud in its 
strength, sensible of the dignity and duty which 
strength involves, and groping after a common 
ideal Some such transformation had been wrought 
or was going on in England. For the first time a 
distinct image of her was disengaging itself from 
the tangled blur of tradition and association in the 
minds of her children, and it was now only that her 
great poet could speak exultingly to an audience 
that would understand him with a passionate sym- 
pathy, of 

" Hut hi^vpy iMeed of men, thk Uttlo wodd, 
Tliii preoiooe stone let in a nlYer eea, 
Thk Ueaeed plot, thv eartl^ this leabn, thk Bngland, 
Thk land of aoeli dear sonla, this dear, dear land, 
B^land, bovnd in with the tnunphant aea 1 " 

Such a i>eriod can hardty recur again, but some- 
thing like it, something pointing back to similar 
producing causes, is observable in the revival of 
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English imaginatiTe Uterafcnre at the oloee of the 
last and in the early years of the present oentoiy. 
Again, after long fermentation, there was a war of 
principles, again the national consciousness was 
heightened and stung by a danger to the national 
existence, and again there was a crop of great poets 
and heroic men. 

Spenser once more yisited England, bringing 
with him three more books of the ^^ Faeiy Queen," 
in 1595. He is supposed to have remained there 
during the two following years.^ In 1594 he had 
been married to the lady celebrated in his some- 
what artificial amoretti. By her he had four chit 
dren. He was now at the height of his f elicily ; 
by uniyersal acclaim the first poet of his age, and 
the one obstacle to his material advancement (if 
obstacle it was) had been put out of the way by 
the death of Lord Burleigh, August, 1598. In the 
next month he was recommended in a letter from 
Queen Elizabeth for the shrievalty of the couniy 
of Cork. But alas for PolycratesI In October 
the wild kerns and gallowglasses rose in no mood 
for sparing the house of Pindarus. They sacked 
and burned his castle, from which he with his wife 
and children barely escaped.^ He sought shelter 

^ I say gnppofled, for the names of liis two sons, SylTanvs and 
Peregrine, indicate that they were bom in Ireland, and that Spen- 
ser continned to regard it as a wilderness and his abode there aa 
exile. The two other children are added on the anthonty ol a 
pedigree drawn ap by Sir W. Betham and cited in Mr. Hales's 
Life of Spenser prefixed to the Globe edition. 

^ Ben Jonson told Dnmunond that one child perished in tlie 
flames. But he was speaking after an iatorral of tweBty-eaa 
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in LoncUm» and died there on the 16th Jannaiy, 
1599, at a tavern in King Street, Westminster. 
He was buried in the neighboring Abbey next to 
Chancer, at the cost of the Earl of Essex, poets 
bearing his pall and casting verses into his grave. 
He died poor, but not in want On the whole, his 
life may be reckoned a happy one, as in the main 
the lives of the great poets must have commonly 
been. If they feel more passionately the pang of 
the moment, so also the compensations are incalcu- 
lable, and not the least of them this very capacity 
of passionate emotion. The real good fortune is to 
be measured, not by more or less of outward pros- 

jaan, and, of eooxBe, from heanay. Spenser's misery was ezag- 
gezated by snooeediiig poets, who nsed him to point a moral, and 
from the shelter of his tomb laonehed many a shaft of sarcasm at 
an nnappreoiatiye pnblio. Qiles Fletcher in his Purple Island 
(a poem which reminds ns of the Faery Qiteen by the sopreme 
tedionsness of its allegory, but in nothing else) set the example in 
the best verse he ever wrote : — 

*' Poorly, poor man, he lived ; poorly, poor man, he died." 
Gradually this poetical tradition established itself firmly as aa- 
ihentie history. Spenser coold never have been poor, except by 
compaiisoiL The whole story of his later days has a strong savor 
of legend. He most have had ample warning of Tyrone's rebel- 
lion, and woold probably have sent away his wife and children to 
Cork, if he did not go thither himself. I am inclined to think 
that he did, carrying his papers with him, and among them the 
two cantos of Mutability, first published in 1611. These, it is 
most likely, were the only ones he ever completed, for, with all 
his abundance, he was evidently a laborious finisher. When we 
remember that ten years were given to the elaboration of the first 
three books, and that five more elapsed before the next three were 
ready, we shall waste no vain regrets on the six concluding books 
supposed to have been lost by the caieleoinoBS of an imaginary 
servant on their way from Ireland. 
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perity, but by the opportunity giveii for the devel- 
opment and bee play of the genius. It should be 
remembered that the power of expression whioh 
exaggerates their griefs is also no inconsideraUe 
consolation for them. We should measure what 
Spenser says of his worldly disappointments by the 
bitterness of the unavailing tears he shed for Bosa- 
linde. A careful analysis of these leaves no per- 
ceptible residuum of salt, and we are tempted to 
belieye that the passion itself was not much more 
real than the pastoral accessories of pipeand crook. 
I very much doubt whether S^penaer ever felt more 
than one profound passion in his life, and that 
luckily was for his ^^ Faeiy Queen." He was for- 
tunate in the friendship of the best men and women 
of his time, in the seclusion which made him free 
of the still better society of the past, in the loving 
recognition of his countrymen. All that we know 
of him is amiable and of good report He was 
&ithf ul to the friendships of his youth, pure in his 
loves, unspotted in his life. Above all, the ideal 
with him was not a thing apart and unattainable, 
but the sweetener and ennobler of the street and 
the fireside. 

There are two ways of measuring a poet, dther 
by an absolute sesthetic standard, or relatively to 
his position in the literary history of his country 
and the conditions of his generation. Both should 
be borne in mind as coefficients in a perfectly fnit 
judgment If his positive merit is to be settled ir- 
revocably by the former, yet an intelligent criticism 
will find its advantage not only in considering what 
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he was, bat what, under the giTen oiroiinistaiioes, 
it was possible for him to be. 

The fact that the great poem of Spenser was in- 
spired by the Orlando of Ariosto, and written in 
avowed emulation of it, and that the poet almost 
always needs to have his fancy set agoing by the 
hint of some predecessor, mnst not lead us to over- 
look his manifest claim to originality. It is not 
what a poet takes, but what he makes out of what 
he has taken, that shows what native force is in 
him. Above all, did his mind dwell complacently 
in those forms and fashions which in their very 
birth are already obsolescent, or was it instindively 
drawn to those qualities which are {)ermanent in 
language and whatever is wrought in it? There 
is much in Spenser that is contemporary and eva- 
nescent ; but the substance of him is durable, and 
his work was the deliberate result of intelligent 
purpose and ample culture. The publication of 
his ''Shepherd's Calendar" in 1579 (though the 
poem itself be of little interest) is one of the epochs 
in our literature. Si)enser had at least the origi- 
naUly to see clearly and to feel keenly that it was 
essential to bring poetry back again to some kind 
of understanding with nature. His immediate pre- 
decessors seem to have conceived of it as a kind 
of bird of paradise, bom to float somewhere be- 
tween heaven and earth, with no very well defined 
relation to either. It is true that the nearest ap- 
proach they were able to make to this airy ideal 
was a shuttlecock, winged with a bright plume or 
so from Italy, but, after all, nothing but cork and 
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feathers, wliioh they bandied hack and forth from 
one stanza to another, with the useful ambition of 
keeping Unp ^ long as they could. To my mind 
the old comedy of ^^Ghunmer Ghirton's Needle^ 
IS worth the whole of them. It may be coarse, 
eartihy, but in reading it one feels lliat he is at 
least a man among men, and not a humbug among 
humbugs. 

The form of Spenser's *^ Shepherd's Calendar," 
it is true, is artificial, absurdly so if you look at it 
merely from the outside, — not, perhaps, the wisest 
way to look at anything, unless it be a jail or a 
volume of the ^^ Congressional Globe," — but the 
spirit of it is fresh and originaL We have at last 
got oyer the su{)erstition that shepherds and shep- 
herdesses are any wiser or simpler than other peo- 
ple. We know that wisdom can be won only by 
wide commerce with men and books, and that sim- 
plicity, whether of manners or style, is the crowning 
result of the highest culture. But the pastorals <^ 
Spenser were very different things, different both in 
the moving spirit and the resultant form from the 
later ones of Browne or the ^^ Piscatory Edogues" 
of Fhinehas fletcher. And yrhjJ Browne and 
Fletcher wrote because Spenser had written, but 
Spenser wrote from a strong inward impulse — an 
instinct it might be called — to escape at all risks 
into the fresh air from that horrible atmosphere into 
which rhymer after rhymer had been pumping car- 
bonic-aoid gas with the full force of his lungs, and 
in which all sincerity was on the edge of suffocation* 
Hb longing for something truer and better was as 
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honest as that which led Tacitns so long before to 
idealize the Germans, and Bonsseaa so long after 
to make an angel of the savage. 

Spenser himself supremely overlooks the whole 
chasm between himself and Chaucer, as Dante be- 
tween himself and VirgiL He called Chaucer mas- 
ter, as Milton was afterwards to call him. And, 
even while he chose the most artificial of all forms, 
his aim — that of getting hack to nature and life — 
was conscious, I have no doubt, to himself, and 
must be obvious to whoever reads with anything 
but the ends of his fingers. It is true that Sannaz- 
zaro had brought the pastoral into fashion again, 
and that two of Si)enser's are little more than 
translations from Marot ; but for manner he in- 
stinctively turned back to Chaucer, the first and 
then only great English poet. He has given com- 
mon instead of classic names to his personages, 
for characters they can hardly be called. Above 
all, he has gone to the provincial dialects for words 
wherewith to enlarge and freshen his poetical vo- 
cabulary.^ I look upon the ^^ Shepherd's Calen- 

^ Sir Fbilip Sidney did not Approre of this. "That nme fram- 
ing of liis style to an old rostic language I dare not allow, sinoe 
neither Tlieooritas in Greek, Viigil in Latin, nor Sannaziaro in 
Italian did affeot it" {Dtfenoe of Poetjf.) Ben JooMm, on the 
other hand, aaid tiiat Ghiarini ** kept not deconun in ^*l"»g 
ahepherds apeak as well as himself could.*' {Conversatiani loiM 
Drummond,) I think ^dney was right, for the poets* Arcadia 
is a purely ideal world, and should be treated accordingly. But 
whoerer looks into the glossary appended to the Calendar by 
B. E., will be satisfied that Spwiser's object was to find nnhaok- 
neyed and poetical words rather than sooh as should seem more on 
a lerel with the speakers. See also the EpitiU DedictOory. I 
eamot help thinking that E. E. was Spenser hhnself , with oooa^ 
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dar** as being no less aoonscions and delibente at- 
tempt at refonn than Thomson's ^^ Seasons" were 
in the topics, and Wordsworth's ^^ Lyrical Bftllads *' 
in the language of poetry. But llie great merit 
of these pastorals was not so much in their mat- 
ter as their manner. They show a sense of style 
in its larger meaning hitherto displayed by no 
English poet since Chaucer. Surrey had brought 
back from Italy a certain inkling of it, so &r as 
it is contained in decorum. But here was a new 
language, a choice and arrangement of words, a 
Tariety, elasticity, and harmony of verse most 
grateful to the ears of men. If not passion, there 
was fervor, which was perhajw as near it as the 
somewhat stately movement of Spenser's mind 
would allow him to come. Sidney had tried many 
experiments in versification, which are curious and 
interesting, especially his attempts to naturalize the 
sliding rhymes of Sannazzaro in English. But 
there is everywhere the uncertainty of a 'prentice 
hand. Spenser shows himself already a master, at 
least in verse, and we can trace the studies of Mil- 
ton, a yet greater master, in the ^ Shepherd's Cal- 
endar" as well as in the ^ Faery Queen." We 
have seen that Spenser, under the misleading in- 
fluence of Sidney ^ and Harvey, tried his hand at 
English hexameters. But his great glory is that 
he taught his own lang^uage to sing and move to 
measures harmonious and noble. Chancer had 

iioiial inteijectioni of Hairey. Who else ooold haTft wzittai •ncli 
Ek^liflh M many pMMges in this Epistle f 

^ It was at Penahinst that he wrote the oalyapeoimeii Ihat has 
eomedowntoiM, aadbadenoofl^it Is. IhaTOsaidlhat someef 
Sidney's aie pleaaiog. 
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done mnoh to yooalke it, as I have tried to show 
elsewhere,^ but Spenser was to prove 

** TbtA no toogoA YmHk the nmse's vtteraiioe li«Sz«d 
For Tone, and tliat iwBet mamo to the ear 
Struck out of AymB^ao naturally aa thia." 

The ^Shepherd's Calendar" contains perhaps the 
most picturesquely imaginative verse which Spen- 
ser has written. It is in the eclogae for February, 
where he teUs us of the 

"IVuledoak 
Whose body is sere, whoae branoliea broke, 
Whoae naked arms stretch unto the fire/* 

It is one of those verses that Joseph Warton would 
have liked in secret, that Dr. Johnson would have 
proved to be untranslatable into reasonable prose, 
and which the imagination welcomes at once with- 
out caring whether it be exactly conformable to 
barbara or cdarent. Another pretty verse in the 
same eclogue, 

** But gently took that nngently came,'* 

pleased Coleridge so greatly that he thought it was 
his own. But in general it is not so much the sen- 
timents and images that are new as the modula> 
tion of the verses in which they float. The cold 
obstruction of two centuries thaws, and the stream 
of speech once more let loose, seeks out its old 
windings, or overflows musically in unpractised 
channels. The service which Spenser did to our 
literature by this exquisite sense of harmony is in- 
calculable. His fine ear, abhorrent of barbarous 
dissonance, his dainty tongue that loves to prolong 

^ See Xtterory JSuoyt, iiL Z68$eqq. 
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the relish of a mntical phrase, made poseible the 
transition from the oaat-iron stifEness of ^* Ferrex 
and Porrez " to the Damascus pliancy of Fletcher 
and Shakespeare. It was he that 

* ' Traglit the dvmb oo bigli to m^, 
And haayy ignonnoe aloft to fly : 
That added feathers to the leaned's wiqg, 
And gaTe to graoea double majeaty." 

I do not mean that in the ^* Shepherd's Calen- 
dar " he had already achieved that transmutation 
of language and metre by which he was afterwards 
to endow English verse with the most varied and 
majestic of stanzas, in which the droning dd 
alexandrine, awakened for the first time to a feel- 
ing of the poetry that was in him, was to wonder, 
like M. Jonrdain, that he had been talking prose 
all his life, — but already he gave dear indications 
of the tendency and premonitions of the power 
which were to carry it forward to nltimate perf eo- 
tion. A harmony and alacrity of language like 
this were unexampled in English verse : — 

" Ye dunty nymphs, that in thk blened brook 

Do bathe yonr breast, 
Fonake yoor watery bowers and hither look 

Atmyreqnest . . . 
And eke yoa Tirgins that oo Ptenass dwell. 
Whence floweth Helicon, the learned well, 

Help me to blase 

Her worthy praise, 
Which in her sex doth all exoeL " 

Here we have the natural gait of the measure, some> 
what formal and slow, as befits an invocation , and 
now mark how the same feet shall be made to 
quicken their pace at the bidding of the tune : — 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



SPENSER 806 

**BAagh0ge tiie pink And pupl^ oolimibini, 

WithgiUiflowen; 
Biiiig ooroiiatioiis and lopa in wine, 

Wocno of pttrammm ; 
Strow me the gxcnind with dAffadowndiUiee, 
And oowBlipe and kingedps and loygd lilies; 

The pretty pttiinoe 

And the oheyisance 
Shall matoh with the fair flowSrdelioe." ^ 

The argument prefixed by E. EL to the tenth 
Edogoe has a special interest for us as showing 
how high a conception Spenser had of poetry and 
the poet's office. By Cuddy he evidently means 
himself, though choosing out of modesty another 

^ Of oonzse dillies and lilies most be read with a alight aooen* 
tnation of the last syllable (permissible then), in order to chime 
with ddice. In the first line I haye put here instead of hether, 
which (like other words where th comes between two Towels) was 
then yery often a monosyllable, in order to throw the accent back 
more strongly on bringj where it belongs. Spenser's innovation 
Bes in making his Teises by ear instead of on the finger-tips, and 
in Talning the staye more than any of the single Terses that 
compose it. This is the secret of his easy superiority to all others 
in the stanza which he composed, and which bears his name. Mil- 
ton (who got more of his schooling in these matters from Spenser 
than anywhere else) gaye this principle a gpreater range, and ap- 
plied it with more yarions mastery. I haye little doubt that the 
tone of the last stanza dted aboye was clinging in Shakespeare's 
ear when he wrote those exquisite yerses in Midsummer NigWs 
Dream (** I know a bank "), where onr graye pentameter is in 
like manner soxprised into a lyrical moyement. See also the 
pretty song in the edogoe for August. Ben Jonsom, too, eyi- 
dently caught some cadences from Spenser for his lyrics. I need 
hazdly say that in those eclogues (May, for example) where Spen- 
stt thou^^t he was imitating what wiseacres used to call the rid- 
ing-rhyme of Chaucer, he fails most lamentably. He had eyidently 
learned to scan his master's yerses better when he wrote hislfoCAer 
Hvitiberd's Tale. 
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name inBtead of the fauniliar^Colin. ^In Cuddy 
18 set fordi iihe perfect pattern of a Poet, ^diich, 
finding no maintenance of his state and stodies, 
complaineih of the contempt of Poetry and the 
caoses thereof, specially having been in all ages, 
and even amongst the most barbarous, always of 
singular account and honor, and being indeed so 
worthy and commendcAle an art, or rather no ari, 
but a divine gift and heavenly instinct not to be 
gotten by labor and learning , but adorned wUh 
both, amd poured into the wit by a certain Muhot^ 
siasmos and celestial inspiration, as the auth^ 
hereof elsewhere at large discourseth in his book 
called The English Poet, which book being 
lately come into my hands, I mind also by Grod's 
grace, upon further advisement, to publish." E. K., 
whoever he was, never carried out his intention, 
and the book is no doubt lost ; a loss to be borne 
with less equanimity than that of Cicero's treatise 
De Gloria, once possessed by Petrarch. The pas- 
sage I have italicized is most likely an extract, and 
reminds one of the long-breathed periods of Milton. 
Drummond of Hawthomden tells us, ^he [Ben 
Jonson] hath by heart some verses of Spenser's 
* Calendar,' about wine, between Coline and Per- 
cye" (Cuddie and Piers).^ These verses are in 
this eclogue, and are worth quoting both as having 
the approval of dear old Ben, the best critic of the 
day, and because they are a good sample of Spen- 
ser's earlier verse : — 

1 Drammood, it wiU be remarked, speakhig from i^^ 
Caddy to be Colin. In Milton's Lyddat tiiere aie : 
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** Than htmt not, Pereie, bow ilie iliyiiie thoald nge ; 
O, if my temples were distained with wioe, 
And girt in garlands of wild iyy-twine, 
How I oonld rear the Muse on stately stage 

And teach her tread aloft in bnskin fine 
With qnaint Bellona in her eqmpage I " 

In this edogue he gives hints of that spacious 
style which was to distinguish him, and which, like 
his own Fame, 

*' THth golden wings aloft doth fly 
Ahore the reach of roinons decay, 
And with hraTe plnmes doth beat the aaiire sky, 
Admired of base-bom men from faraway." ^ 

He was letting his wings grow, as Milton said, and 
foreboding the " Faery Queen " : — 

of this edcgoe as well as of that for May. The latter an tiie 
more CTident, but I think that Spenser's 

** Gnddie, the praise is better than the price," 

I Milton's 



'* But not the praise, 
FbcBbns replied, and tonohed my trembling ears." 
fiBiakespeaie had read and remembered this pastoraL Gompaxe 

^ But, ah, Mecenas is y dad in day. 
And great Angustns long ago is dead, 
And all the worthies liggen wrapt in lead," 
with 

** Eii« Pandion, he is dead ; 
AU thy friends are lapt in lead." 

It is odd that Shakespeare, in his^'^pt in 2ead," is mofe Spen- 
serian than Spenser himself, from whom he caught this " banting 
of the letter." 

^ Bfdng qf Time. It is perhaps not considering too nicdy 
to remark how often this image of irtfi^ recnrred to Spoiser's 
mind. A certain aerial latitude was essential to the large drdingi 
ol his style. 
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" lift dijnlf ^ «irt €< «fc» Widj di 



To 'doabiad kngte wkM 

Thten Bay tlij Mmm dkplaj het fl n tiflriH g wing^, 
And itoetah bemlf at laigv £ram Ewt to West" 

Verses like tliese, especially the last (wUch Diyden 
would have liked), were such as English ears 
had not yet heard, and curiously prophetic of the 
matnrer man. The language and Terse of Spen- 
ser at his best have an ideal lift in iliem, and there 
is scarce any of our poets ^dio can so hardly help 
being poeticaL 

It was this instantly felt if not easily definable 
charm that forthwith won for Spenser his neyer- 
disputed rank as the chief English poet of that 
age, and gave him a populariiy which, during his 
life and in the following generation, was, in its 
select quality, without a ccmipetitor. It may be 
though that I lay too much stress on this single 
attribute of diction. But apart from its impor- 
tance in his case as showing their way to the po^s 
who ¥rere just then learning the accidence of their 
art, and leaving them a material to work in already 
mellowed to their hands, it should be rememb^ed 
that it is subtle perfection of phrase and that 
happy coalescence of music and meaning, where 
each reinforces the other, that define a man as poet 
and make all ears converts and partisans. Spenser 
was an epicure in language. He loved ^* seld-seoi 
cosily " words perhaps too well, and did not always 
distinguish between mere strangeness and that nov- 
elty which is so agreeable as to cheat us with some 
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charm of seeming association. He had not the con- 
centrated power which can sometimes pack infinite 
riches in tiie little room of a single epithet, for his 
genius is rather for dilation than compression.^ 
But he was, with the exception of Milton and pos- 
sibly Gray, the most learned of our poets. His 
f andliariiy with ancient and modem literature was 
easy and intimate, and as he perfected himself in 
his art, he caught the grand manner and high-bred 
ways of the society he frequented. But even to 
the last he did not quite shake off the blunt rusti- 
city of phrase that was habitual with the genera- 
tion that preceded him. In the fifth book of the 
^ Faery Queen," where he is describing the passion 
of Britomart at the supposed infidelity of Arthe- 
gall, he descends to a Teniers-like realism,^ — he 

^ Peiliapt his most itrikiiig single epithet is the ** 8e»-shoiilder- 
ing whales," B. IL 12, zziii. His ear seems to delight in prolon- 
gations. For example, he makes sach words as glorious, gratunUy 
joyeotu, havicTy chcqpeUt daotyles, and that, not at the end of 
Terses, where it wonld not have been nnnsnal, bnt in the first 
half of them. Milton oontrires a break (a kind of heave, as it 
were) in the nnif ormity of his Terse by a praotioe exactly the op- 
posite of this. He also shnns a hiatu$ which does not seem to 
have been generaUy displeasing to Spenser's ear, though peihi^ 
in the oomponnd epithet hef-aUwring he intentionally avoids it by 
the plural f(nm. 

2 '* Like as a wayward duld, whose soonder sleep 
Is broken with some fearful dream's affright, 
With froward will doth set himself to weep 
Ne can be stilled for all his nnrse's might, 
Bnt kicks and squalls and shrieks for fell despight. 
Now scratching her and her loose locks misusing. 
Now seeking darkness and now seeking lig^t. 
Then craving sack, and then the sock refusing." 
He would doubtless have justified liimi^H by the ^amtiia* 
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wbo8e verses generally remind ns of the dancing 
Honrs of Gnido, where we catch but a glimpse dt 
the real eardi and that &r away benea&. But 
his habitual style is that of gracious loftiness and 
refined luxury* 

He first shows his mature hand in the ^ Muiopot- 
mos,'' the most airily fanciful of his poems, a mBo- 
vel for delicate conception and treatment, whose 
breezy verse seems to float between a blue sky and 
golden earth in imperishable sunshine. No other 
English poet has found the variety and compass 
which enlivened the octave stanza under his sensi- 
tive touch. It can hardly be doubted that in Cla- 
rion the butterfly he has symbolized himself, and 
surely never was the poetic temperament so pictur- 
esquely exemplified : — 

** Oyer the fields, in his frmnk InstineaB, 
And aU the champaign o'er, ha soazSd light, 
And all the oonntry wide he did pooooM, 
Feeding upon their pleaanres honnteonaly, 
That none gainsaid and none did him enyy. 

" The woods, the riyeis, and ihe meadows green, 
Wiih his air-ontting wings he measured wide. 
Nor did he leaye the moontains hare unseen, 
Nor the rank grassy fens' delights untried; 
But none of these, howeyer sweet they heen, 
Bfote please his fancy, or him cause to abide; 
His ehoioefnl sense with every change doth flit ; 
No common things may please a wayering wit 

example of Homer's comparing Ajax to a donkey in the eleyenA 
book of the Diad. So also in the EpUhalamion it grates our nerrss 
to hear, 

'* Pour not by cups, but by the bellyful. 
Pour out to all that wulL" 
Such examples serye to show how strong a dose of Spenser^ on* 
rumpotabile the language needed. 
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"To tlM gmy gaidens hk viiftaid dMin 
BSm, wholly oarried, to reitMh his q^ri^^iii; 
There Umah. Nature, in her hect attire, 
Poiue forth tweet odors and allnring si^ts, 
And Art, with her eoutending doth aspire. 
To exoel the natural with made delights ; 
And all that tair or pleasant may be f oond, 
In riotous excess doth there aboond. 

^ There he anxring, roond about doth flie, 
From bed to bed, irom one to the other bofder, 
And takes surrey with onrions busy eye. 
Of erery flower and herb there set in order, 
Now thk, now that, he tarteiJi tendedy. 
Yet none of them he rodely doth disorder, 
Ne with his feet their silken leaves displace, 
But pastures oo the pleasores of each place. 

** And erermoie with most Tariety 
And change of sweetness (for all change is sweet) 
He casts his glntton sense to satisfy. 
Now sucking of the sap of herbs most meet, 
Or of the dew which yet on them doth lie. 
Now in the same bathing his tender feet; 
And then he peroheth on some branch thereby 
To weather him and his moist wings to dry. 

^ And then again he tometh to his play. 
To spoil [plunder] the pleasures of that paradise; 
The wholesome sage, the lavender still gray, 
Bank-smelling rue, and cummin g^ood for eyes, 
The roses reigning in the pride of May, 
Sharp hyssop good for green wounds' remedies, 
Fair marigolds, and b oos a ll u ring thyme, 
Sweet marjoram and daisies decking prime, 

** Cool violets, and orpine growing still, 
ThnbathSd balm, and cheerful galingale. 
Fresh costmary and breathful camomill, 
I^nB poppy and driok-quickening setnale, 
Yein-healing verrain and head^urging dill, 
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Sooid flnrwy, and hmSl iHOty-kids, 
Fat oowwQvts and oomf octng^ pwJiMi 
Cold kttiwe, and nfradnug lowwuiiiw > 

'* And wlialao else of Tirtao good or 31, 
Qrew in tliiB gaiden, fetefaed from far svaj. 
Of eimy OM he takes and taatea at win. 
And on €bar pleaaui w gi ae dil y dotii prey; 
nien, when ha bath bodi plajBd and fed Ida fiD, 
In the waan ann ha dotii himaelf amhaj, 
And there him TCBta in liotooa snffiaanee 
Of an his gladfolneaa and kingly jojanee. 



' What moie f elieity ean fan to 4 
Than to enjoy delight with fiheity, 
And to be lotd of an the wo^s of nature f 
To reign in the air from earth to higheat aky, 
To feed on flowen and weeds of glorioas feature. 
To take whaterer ihiiv dotii plenM the eye f 
Who rests not pleaaSd with sneh happineas, 
WeU worthy he to tMte of t 



The ^ Mniopotmos " pleases ns all the more that 
it yibrates in ns a string of classical association by 
adding an episode to Ovid's stoiy of Arachne. 
^Talking the other day with a friend (the late 
Mr. Keats) about Dante, he observed that wheoh 
ever so great a poet told ns anything in addition or 
continuation of an ancient story, he had a right to 
be r^arded as classical authority. For instance, 
said he, when he tells us of that characteristio 
death of Ulysses, ... we ought to receive the in- 

^ I ooold not bring myself to root oat this odotoosherb-gaidMi, 
tiion^ it make my extract too loqg. It is a pretty renuniseenee 
of his master Ghaooer, but is also Tery eharaeteristio of Spaaaur 
himself. He could not help planting a flower or two i 
serrioeable plants, and after all this abnndanoe he is not i 
bat begins the next stann with *" And whatso eUe,' ' 
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f onnatioii as anilieiitio, and be glad that we haTe 
more news of Ulysses than we looked for." ^ We 
can hardly doubt that Ovid would have been glad 
to admit this exquisitely fantastie illomination into 
his margin. 

No German analyzer of lesthetios has given us so 
oonvincing a definition of the artistie nature as 
these radiant Terses. *^To reign in the air" was 
certainly Spenser's function. And yet the com- 
mentators, who seem never wilUng to let their poet 
be a poet pure and simple, though, had he not been 
so, they would have lost their only hold upon life, 
try to make out from his *^ Mother Hubberd's 
Tale" that he might have been a very sensible 
matter-of -&ct man if he would. For my own part, 
I am quite willing to confess that I like him none 
the worse for being unpractical, and that my read- 
ing has convinced me that being too poetical is the 
rarest fault of poets. Practical men are not so 
scarce, one would think, and I am not sure that 
the tree was a gainer when the hamadryad flitted 
and left it nothing but ship-timber. Such men as 
Spenser are not sent into the world to be part of 
its motive power. The blind old engine would not 
know the difference though we got up its steam 
with attar of roses, nor make one revolution more 
to the minute for it. What practical man ever left 
such an heirloom to his countrymen as the ^* Faery 
Queen"? 

Undoubtedly Spenser wished to be useful and in 
the highest vocation of all, that of teacher, and 

^ Leigh Hunt's Indicator, XYTL 
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Milton calls him ^ our sage and serious poet, wbom 
I dare be known to think a better toaoher than 
Sootos or Aquinas.'' And good Dr. Henry More 
was of the same mind. I fear he makes his vioes 
so beautiful now and then that we should not be 
very much afraid of them if we chanced to meet 
them; for he could not escape from his genius, 
which, if it led him as philosopher to the abstract 
contemplation of the beautiful, left him as poet opm 
to every impression of sensuous delight. When he 
wrote the ^^ Shepherd's Calendar " he was certainly 
a Puritan, and probably so by conviction rather 
than from any social influences or thought of per- 
sonal interests. There is a verse, it is true, in the 
second of the two detached cantos of ^ Mutability,'' 

« like that xmgiumaaa erew which feigns de mnr e et giMe," 

which is supposed to glance at the straiter religion- 
ists, and from which it has been inferred that he 
drew away from them as he grew older. It is very 
likely that years and widened experience of men 
may have produced in him their natural result of 
tolerant wisdom which revolts at the hasty destruo- 
tiveness of inconsiderate zeaL But with the more 
generous side of Puritanism I think he sympa- 
thized to the last. His rebukes of clerical world- 
liness are in the Puritan tone, and as severe a one 
as any is in ^^ Mother Hubberd's Tale," published 
in 1591.^ There is an iconoclastic reUsh in his 

1 Ben JoDwm told Drammand '* that in that p^er Sir W. 
Baleigh hadof the allegories of his Faery Queen, hj the Blaftamfc 
Beast the Puritans were nndeistood." But this is eertainly wroag. 
There were Terj different shades of Poritaoism, aeeotdiig ta la- 
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aoooont of Sir Gnyon's dflmoliwhing the Bower of 
Blisa that makes us think he would not have re- 
gretted the plundered abbeys as perhaps Shake- 
speare did when he speaks of the winter woods 
as ^^bare ruined choirs where late the sweet birds 
sang'': — 

** But all tliote pleaMutt bowcn and palace brare 
Ghiyon bsoke down with rigor pttileoi, 
Ne ought their goodly workmanship might laife 
Them from the tempeet of his wrathfalnnw, 
But that their bliM he turned to balefnlneai ; 
Their groree he felled, their gardens did defaee, 
Their arbois spoil, their cabinets suppress, 
Their banqnet-hoosee bom, their boildings laee, 
And of the fairest late now made the foolest plaee." 

But whatever may haye been Spenser's religious 
opinions (whicb do not nearly concern us here), 
the bent of his mind was toward a Platonic mys- 
ticism, a supramundane sphere where it could 
shape universal forms out of the primal elements 
of things, instead of being forced to put up with 
their fortuitous combinations in the unwilling ma- 
terial of mortal day. He who, wben his singing 
robes were on, could never be tempted nearer to 
the real world than under some subterfuge of pas- 
toral or allegory, expatiates joyously in this un- 
trammelled ether : — 

drridnal temperament That of Winthrop and Higginson had a 
meDowneas of which Ebdieott and Standish were inoapaUe. The 
gradnal change of Milton's opiniona was similar to that which I 
■oppose in Spenser. The passage in Moiker Hubberd may haTO 
been aimed at the I Vot e s tant dergy of Ireland (for he says mneh 
tiie samethiiv in his View iffOe 8taU of Ireland), hot itisges- 
ssalinitstenns. 
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* ' liftiBg himMlf oat of the lowl j dmt 
On goldon phuDM op to tlio pnrett iky.** 

Nowhere does his genius soar and sing with radt 
oontinuons aspiration, nowhere is his phrase so 
decorously stately, though rising to an enthnsiasDi 
which reaches intensity while it stops short of yehe- 
mence, as in his Hymns to Love and Beauly, es- 
pecially the latter. There is an exulting spurn of 
earth in it, as of a soul just loosed from its cage. 
I shall make no extracts from it, for it is one of 
those intimately coherent and transcendentaUy log- 
ical poems that ^* moyeth altogether if it move at 
all," the breaking off a fragment from which would 
maim it as it would a perfect group of crystals. 
Whateyer there is of sentiment and passion is for 
the most part purely disembodied and without sex, 
like that of angels, — a kind of poetry which has 
of late gone out of fashion, whether to our gain or 
not may be questioned. Perhaps one may yentnre 
to hint that the ft^iwiftl instincts are those that 
stand in least need of stimulation. Spenser's no- 
tions of loye were so nobly pure, so for from those 
of our common ancestor who could hang by his tail, 
as not to disqualify him for achieying the quest of 
the Holy Grail, and accordingly it is not uninstmo- 
tiye to remember that he had drunk, among others, 
at French sources not yet deboshed with absinthe? 

^ Two of his edognes, m I haye said, an from Maiot, mad kit 
earliest known Terses aie tzanslationB irom BellAj, • poet wko 
was charmmg wheneyer lie had the coinage to play troaat ixom. 
a bad sohooL We must not suppose that an aaalysb of the Hter- 
atoze of the <f«fii»-mofui0 wiU giro ns all the elements of tiie I^smIi 
ehanMrter. It has been bodi graTe and piraf onnd ; aa j, it has sfvea 
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Yet, with a purity like that of tinrioe-bolted snow, 
he had none of its coldness. He is, of all oar poets, 
ihe most truly sensuous, using the word as Milton 
probi^ly meant it when he said that poetry should 
be ^ simple, sensuous, and passionate." A poet is 
innocently sensuous when his mind permeates and 
illuniines his senses ; when they, on the other hand, 
muddy the mind, he becomes sensuaL Every one 
of Spenser's senses was as exquisitely alive to the 
impressions of material, as every organ of his soul 
was to those of spiritual beauty. Accordingly, if 
he painted the weeds of sensuality at all, he could 
not help making them ^^ of glorious feature." It 
was this, it may be suspected, rather than his 
Upraising love," that made Lord Burleigh shake 
his ^^ rugged forehead." Spenser's gamut, indeed, 
is a wide one, ranging from a purely corporeal de- 
light in ^precious odors fetched from tea away" 
upward to such refinement as 

** Upon her eyelidi many giaoM late 
Under the shadow of her even brows," 

where the eye shares its pleasure with the mind. 
He is court-painter in ordinary to each of the senses 
in turn, and idealizes these frail favorites of his 
majesty King Lusty Juventus, till they half believe 
themselves the innocent shepherdesses into which 
he travesties them.^ 

o<nitriTed to be wise and lirely at the same time, a combination so 
ineomprehensible by the Tentonio races that they haye labeUed tt 
lerity. It pnts <hem ont as Natnre did FoselL 

^ Taste mnst be partially excepted. It is remarkable how little 
eating and drinking there is in the Fcury Queen. The only time 
he fairly sets a table is in the honse of Malbeooo, where it is 
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In his great poem he had two objects in ^iew : 
first, the ephemeral one of pleasing the oonrti and 
then that of recommending himself to the perma- 
nent approval of his own and following ages as a 
poet, and especially as a moral poet. To meet tiie 
first demand, he lays the scene of his poem in c(m- 
temporary England, and brings in all the leading 
personages of the day under the thin disguise of 
his knights and their squires and lady-loyes. He 
says this expressly in the prologue to the second 
book: — 

** Of Faery Land yet if he more inquire, 
By certain signs, here set in sondry place, 
He may it find ; . . . 
And thon, O fairest princess vnder sky, 
In this fair mirror mayst behold thy face 
And thine own realms in land of Faery." 

Many of his personages we can still identify, and 
all of them were once as easily recognizable as 
those of Mademoiselle de Scud^ry. This, no doubt, 
added greatly to the immediate piquancy of the 
allusions. The interest they would excite may be 
inferred from the fact that King James, in 1696, 
wished to have the author prosecuted and punished 

necessary to the coodnet of Ihe story. Yet taste is not wfaoDj 

forgotten : — 

'* In her left hand a cop of gold she held, 
And with her right Ihe riper fmit did reach, 
Whose sappy liqnor, that with folness sweld, 
Into her dtp she scrozed with dainty hreadi 
Of her fine fingers withont fool impeach, 
That so fair wine-press made the wine man sweet" 
(B. n. c sL 66.) 

Taste can hardly complain of unhandsome treatmenti 
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for his indecent handling of his mother, Mary 
Queen of Scots, under the name of Duessa.^ To 
suit the wider application of his plan's other and 
more important half, Spenser made all his charac- 
ters double their parts, and appear in his allegory 
as the impersonations of abstract moral qualities. 
When the cardinal and theological virtues tell 
Dante, 

** Noi nam qui mnfe e in oiel aiamo tteUe," 

the sweetness of the verse enables the fancy, by a 
slight gulp, to swallow without solution the prob- 
lem of being in two places at the same time. But 
there is something fairly ludicrous in such a dual- 
ity as that of Prince Arthur and the Earl of 
Leicester, Arthegall and Lord Grrey , and Belphoebe 
and Elizabeth. 

*' In thiB same interlnde it dotb befall 
That I, one Snont by name, piesent a walL" 

The reality seems to heighten the improbability, 
already hard enough to manage. But Spenser 
had fortunately almost as little sense of humor as 

^ Had the poet liyed longer, he might perhaps ha^e yerified his 
friend Raleigh'i aayii^, that " whosoever in -writing modem his- 
tory shall follow tntth too near l2ie heels, it may haply strike out 
his teedL" The passage is one of the very few disgnsting ones in 
the Faery Queen. Spenser was copying Ariosto; bvt the Ital^ 
ian poet, with the disereeter taste of his moe, keeps to generali- 
ties. Spenser goes into partionlars which can only be called nasty. 
He did tiiis, no donbt, to pleasure his mistress, Mary's riral ; and 
this gires ns a measure of l2ie bratal coarseness of contemporary 
manners. It becomes only the more maryellons that the fine 
flower of his genins conld have transmuted the jniees of sneh a 
soil into l2ie pnrity and sweetness which are iti own peenliar prop- 
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Wardswortih,^ or he oould neTer haye earaied bis 
poem on with enthnsiastio good &dth so £ar as he 
did. It is evident that to him the Land of Faeij 
¥ras an unreal world of picture and illusion, 

'* The worid'i sweet inn from pain and ireariflome tonnoil," 

in which he could shut himself up from the actual, 
with its shortcomings and failures. 

^ The ways iliroiigh which my weaiy atepe I goida 
In Ihia delightful land of Faery 
Are ao exceeding apaoioaa and wide, 
And sprinkled with aneh aweet yariety 
Of aU that pleasant ia to ear and eye, 
That I, nigh rayisht with laie thonghts* delist 

My tedious trarail do forget thereby, 
And, when I 'gin to feel decay of might, 
Itstiength to me supplies, and cheers my dnllSd sprigfat." 

Spenser seems here to confess a little weariness; 
but the alacrity of his mind is so great that, even 
where his invention fails a little, we do not share 
his feeling nor suspect it, charmed as we are hj 
the variety and sweep of his measure, the beauty 
or vigor of his similes, the musical felicity of his 
diction, and the mellow versatility of his pictures. 
In this last quality Ariosto, whose ^nulous pupil he 
was, is as Bologna to Venice in the comparison. 
That, when the personal allusions have lost their 
meaning and the allegory has become a burden, the 

^ There is a g^eam of hnmor in one of the coiq^ets of Moiker 
HvbbmPs Tale, where the Fox, persuading Ihe Ape that they 
should disguise themselyes as discharged soldiers in <nder to beg 
the more soccessfnlly, says, — 

*' Be yoo the soldier, for yoo likest are 
For manly semblance and 9maU MU in war.^ 
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book should oontiniie to be read with delight, is 

proof enough, were any wanting, how full of life 

and light and the other-worldliness of poetry it 

must be. As a narrative it has, I think, every 

&ult of whieh that kind of writing is capable. 

The oharaoters are vague, and, even were they not, 

they drop out of the story so often and remain out 

of it so long, that we have forgotten who they are 

when we meet them again ; the episodes hinder the 

advance of the action instead of relieving it with 

variety of incident or novelty of situation ; the plot, 

if plot it may be called, 

'"Diat shape hM none 
DMrtiiignlihable in member, joint, or limb/' 

recalls drearily our ancient en^ny, the Metrical 
Bomance; while the fighting, which in those old 
poems was tediously sincere, is between shadow 
and shadow, where we know that neither can harm 
the other, though we are tempted to wish he might. 
Hazlitt bids us not mind the allegory, and says 
that it won't bite us nor meddle with us if we do 
not meddle with it. But how if it bore us, which 
after all is the fatal question? The truth is that 
it is too often forced upon us against our will, as 
people were formerly driven to church tiU they be- 
gan to look on a day of rest as a penal institution, 
and to transfer to tiie Scriptures that suspicion of 
defective inspiration which was awakened in them 
by the preaching. The true iype of the all^ory is 
the Odyssey, which we read without suspicion as 
pure poem, and then find a new pleasure in divin- 
ing its double meaning, as if we somehow got a 
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better bargain of our audior than he meant to give 
us. But this complex feeling must not be so exact- 
ing as to prevent our Lipsing into the old AraUan 
Nights simplicity of interest again. The moral of 
a poem should be suggested, as when in some medi> 
SBval church we cast down our eyes to muse over a 
fresco of GKotto, and are reminded of the transito- 
riness of life by the mortuary tablets under our feet 
The vast superiority of Bunyan over Spenser lies 
in the fact that we help make his allegory out of 
our own experience. Instead of striving to embody 
abstract passions and temptations, he has given us 
his own in all their pathetic simplicity. He is the 
Ulysses of his own prose-epic This is the secret 
of his power and his charm, that, while the repre* 
sentation of what may happen to all men comes 
home to none of us in particular, the story of 
any one man's real experience finds its startling 
parallel in that of every one of us. The yetj 
homeliness of Bunyan's names and the everyday- 
ness of his scenery, too, put us off our guard, and 
we soon find ourselves on as easy a footing witii 
his allegorical beings as we might be with Adam 
or Socrates in a drcHBun. Indeed, he has prepared 
us for such incongruities by telling us at setting 
out that the story was of a dream. The long 
nights of Bedford jail had so intensified his imagi- 
nation, and made the figures with which it peopled 
his solitude so real to him, that the creatures of his 
mind become thingsj as clear to the memory as if 
we had seen them. But Spenser's are too often 
mere names, with no bodies to back them, entered 
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on the Muses' mnsteivroll by the specious trick of 
personification. There is, likewise, in Bunyan, a 
childlike simplicity and taking-f or-granted which 
win our confidence. His GKant Despair,^ for ex- 
ample, is by no means the Ossianic figure into 
which artists who mistake the vague for the suV 
lime have misconceived it. He is the ogre of the 
fairy-tales, with his malicious wife ; and he comes 
f orili to us from those regions of early faith and 
wonder as something beforehand accepted by the 
imagination. These figures of Bunyan's are al- 
ready &miliar inmates of the mind, and, if there 
be any sublimity in him, it is the daring frankness 
of his verisimilitude. Spenser's giants are those 
of the later romances, except that grand figure 
with the balances in the second Canto of Book V., 
the most original of all his conceptions, yet no real 
giant, but a pure eidolon of the mind. As Bunyan 
rises not seldom to a natural poetry, so Spenser 
sinks now and then, through the fault of his topics, 
to unmistakable prose. Take his description of the 
House of Alma,^ for instance : — 

*' The master oook wae oald Gonooetidii, 

A oarefol man, and faU of comely gniae ; 
The kitchen-clerk, that hight Digestion, 
Did order all the achates in seemly wise." 

And so on through all the organs of the body. 
The author of Ecclesiastes understood these mat- 
ters better in that last pathetic chapter of his, blun- 

1 Bmiyan probably took the hint of the Giant's suicidal offer 
of ** knife, halter, or poison," from Spenser's ^ swords, ropes, 
poison," in Faery Queen, B. L c iz. 1. 

* Book n. o. 0. 
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deringly translated as it apparently is. This, I 
admit, ib the worst faulore of Spenser in this kind ; 
though, even here, when he gets on to die organs 
of the mind, the enchantments of his fancy and 
style come to the rescue and put us in good-humor 
again, hard as it is to conceive of armed knights 
entering the chamber of the mind, and talking with 
such visionary damsels as Ambition and Shame- 
&stne8s. Nay, even in the most prosy parts, un- 
less my partiality deceive me, there is an infantile 
confidence in the magical powers of PM>sopop(Bim 
which half beguiles us, as of children who play that 
everything is something else, and are quite satis- 
fied with the transformation. 

The problem for Spenser was a double one : how 
to commend poetry at all to a generation which 
thought it effeminate trifling,^ and how he. Master 
Edmund Spenser, of imagination all compact, could 
commend his poetry to Master John Bull, the most 
practical of mankind in his habitual mood, but at 
that moment in a passion of religious anxiety about 
his souL Omne tulit punctum qui miscuit utile 
dylci was not only an irrefragable axiom because a 
Latin poet had said it, but it exactly met the case 
in point. He would convince the scomers that 
IK)etry might be seriously useful, and show Master 
Bull his new way of making fine words butter pars- 
nips, in a rhymed moral primer. Allegory, as then 
practised, was imagination adapted for beginners, 
in words of one syllable and illustrated with cuts, 

^ See Sidney*! IVence, and Pattenham'i Art ofEngU$k Poetf, 
Book I. 0.8. 
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and would thus serve both his ethical and pictorial 
purpose. Such a primer, or a first instahnent of it, 
he proceeded to pnt forth ; but he so bordered it 
witii bright-colored fancies, he so often filled whole 
pages and crowded the text hard in others with the 
gay frolics of his pencil, that, as in the Ghrimani mis- 
sal, the holy function of the book is forgotten in the 
ecstasy of its adornment. Worse than all, does not 
his brush linger more lovingly along the rosy con- 
tours of his sirens than on the modest wimples of 
the Wise Virgins? ^^ The general end of the book," 
he tells us in his Dedication to Sir Walter Baleigh, 
^^ is to fashion a gentleman of noble person in virtu- 
ous and gentle discipline." But a little further on 
he evidently has a qualm, as he thinks how gener- 
ously he had interpreted his promise of cuts : ^^To 
some I know this method will seem displeasant, 
which had rather have good discipline delivered 
plainly in way of precepts or sermoned at large,^ as 
they use, than thus cloudily enwrapped in allegor- 
ical devices." Lord Burleigh was of this way of 
thinking, undoubtedly, but how could poor Clarion 
help it ? Has he not said, 

" And whatM elfe of virtue good or itt. 

Grew in this garden, fetoht from far ftwmy, 
Of erery one he takes and tastes at will, 
And on their pleasures greedily doth prey " ? 

One sometimes feels in reading him as if he were 
the pure sense of the beautiful incarnated to the 
one end that he might interpret it to our duller per* 

^ We oan faney how he would haye done this by Jeremy Taylor, 
who was a kind of Spenser in a oasMck. 
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oeptions. So exquisite was his sensibility,^ that 
with him sensation and intellection seem idoitical, 
and we ^ can almost say his body thought" This 
sabde interfusion of sense with spirit it is tiiat 
gives his poetry a crystalline purity without huik of 
warmth. He is full of feeling, and yet of such a 
kind that we can neither say it is mere intellectnal 
perception of what is &ir and good, nor yet asso- 
ciate it with that throbbing fervor which leads us 
to call sensibility by the physical name of heart 

Charles Lamb made the most pithy criticism of 
Spenser when he called him the poets' poet We 
may &irly leave the all^ory on one side, for per- 
haps, after all, he adopted it only for the reason 
that it was in fatshion, and put it on as he did his 
ru£E, not because it was becoming, but because it 
was the only wear. The true use of him is as a 
gallery of pictures which we visit as the mood takes 
us, and where we spend an hour or two at a tame, 
long enough to sweeten our perceptions, not so long 
as to doy them. He makes one think always of 
Venice ; for not only is his style Venetian,' but as 

1 Of thiB he himself gives ft strikiiig^ hint, iHiereq^etkiiiginhiB 
own person he suddenly breaks in on his nsmtiTe with the pas- 
sioiuitfl cry, 

" Ah, dearest God, me grant I dead be not defonled." 

{Faery Queen, B. L e. z. 4a) 
* Was not this picture painted by Paul Veronese, for erample f 
<< ^r^ukhntk figured how Jove did abuse 
Buropa like a bull, and on his back 
Her through the seft did bear : . . . 
She seemed still back unto the land to look, 
And her playfellows' aid to call, and fear 
The dashing of Ihe waves, that up she took 
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the gallery there is housed in the shell of an aban- 
doned convent, so his in that of a deserted allegory. 
And again, as at Venice you swim in a gondola 
from Oian Bellini to Titian, and from Titian to 
Tintoret, so in him, where other cheer is wanting, 
the gentle sway of his measure, like the rhythmical 
impulse of the oar, floats you lullingly along from 
picture to picture. 

** If aU the pent that erer poet held 
Had fed the feeling of their maater'i thongfati, 
And ereiy sweetnen that intpiied their hearti 
Their minds and muses on admiriSd themes, 
If all file heavenly qnintesBenoe thej still 
BVom their immortal floweis of poesy , 
If t h o s e had made one poem's period, 
And all oombined in beauty's worthiness ; 
Yet should there horer in their lesUess heads 
One thought, one graoe, one wonder at l2ie best, 
Which into words no Tirtne can digest" ^ 

Spenser at his best, has come as near to expressing 
this unattainable something as any other poet. He 
IB so purely poet that with him the meaning does 
not so often modulate the music of the verse as the 
music makes great part of the meaning and leads 

Her dainty feet, and gannents gathered near. . . . 
Before the bnU she piotored wingSd Love, 
With his young brodier Sport, . . . 
And many nymphs about them flocking round, 
And many Tritons which their horns did sound." 

{MuicpotmoM, 281-296.) 
S pe n se r begins a complimentary sonnet prefixed to the Camwum-' 
weeM and OauemmeiU of Venice (1590) with this beautiful Terse, 
*" Fair Venice, flower of the last world's delist." 

Pefhaps we should read "^ lost " ? 

1 Marlowe's Tambwrlaine, Part L Act V. 2. 
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the thought along its pleasant paths. No poet is 
so splendidly superfluous as he ; none knows so 
well that in poetry enough is not only not so good 
as a feast, but is a beggarly parsimony. He spends 
JiimwAlf in a careless abundance only to be justified 
by incomes of inmiortal youth. 

" Peosier canuto n^ molto n^ pooo 
Si pii6 qmyi albeigmre in aloun onore ; 
Noo entia qmyi disagio nh inqpia, 
Ma Ti Bta ogn*or ool eocno pien la Gopia." ^ 

This delicious abundance and oyerruuning lux- 
ury of Spenser appear in the very structure of his 
verse. He found the ottava rima too monoto> 
nously iterative ; so, by changing the order of his 
rhymes, he shifted the couplet from the end of the 
stave, where it always seems to put on the brakes 
with a jar, to the middle, where it may serve at 
will as a brace or a bridge ; he found it not roomy 
enough, so first ran it over into another line, and 
then ran that added line over into an alexandrine, in 
which the melody of one stanza seems forever long- 
ing and feeling forward after that which is to f dU 
low. There is no ebb and flow in his metre more 
than on the shores of the Adriatic, but wave fol- 
lows wave with equable gainings and recessions, 
the one sliding back in fluent music to be mingled 
with and carried forward by the next In all this 
there is soothingness indeed, but no slumberous 
monotony ; for Spenser was no mere metrist, but a 

^ '* Grayheaded Thought, nor mnoh nor little, may 
Take up its lodging here in any heart ; 
Unease nor Lack can enter at this door; 
Bnt here dwells foU-hamed Plenty erermote." 

{OrL JW., c. tL 78.) 
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great OQmposer. By the variety of his pauBes — 
now at the dose of the first or second foot, now of 
the third, and again of the fourth — he gives spirit 
and energy to a measure whose tendency it certtdnly 
is to become languorous. He knew how to make it 
rapid and passionate at need, as in such verses as, 

*' But he, my lion, and my noble lord, 
How does he find in cniel heart to hate 
Her that him loved and ever most adored 
As the God of my life? Why hath he me abhorred?"^ 

or this, 

*^ Gome hither, oome hither, O, oome hastQy I " ^ 

Joseph Warton objects to Spenser's stanza, that its 
^^ constraint led him into many absurdities." Of 
these he instances three, of which I shall notice 
only one, since the two others (which suppose him 
at a loss for words and rhymes) will hardly seem 
valid to any one who knows the poet. It is that it 
^ obliged him to dilate the thing to be expressed, 
however unimportant, with trifling and tedious cir- 
cumlocutions, namely. Faery Queen, II. ii. 44 : — 

' Now hath fair Fhcebe Trith her silyer face 

Thriee seen the shadows of this nether world, 
Sith last I left that lumoraUe place. 
In whioh her royal presence is enrolled.' 

That is, it is three months since I left her palace."^ 

^ Faery Queen, L c iiL 7. Leigh Hnnt, one of Ihe most sympa- 
thetic of critics, has remarked the passionate change from the 
third to the first person in the last two Terses. 

« Faerp Queen, H c TiiL 3. 

* ObservatioMon Faery Queen, yd. i. pp. 168, 169. Mr. Hughes 
also objects to Spenser's measnre, that it is '* closed always by a 
fnll-stqp, in the same place, by which eyery stann is made as it 
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Bat Dr. Warton should haye remembered (yrbaX 
he too often forgets in his own Terses) that, in q>ite 
of Dr. Johnson's diotom, poetry is not prose, and 
that verse only loses its advantage over the latter 
by invading its province.^ Verse itself is an ab- 
surdity except as an expression of some higher 
movement of the mind, or as an ei^>edient to lift 
other minds to the same ideal leveL It is the oo- 
thumns which gives language an heroic stature. I 
have said that one leading characteristio of Spen- 
ser's style was its spaciousness, that he habitually 
dilates rather tlian compresses. But his way of 
measuring time was perfectly natural in an age 
when everybody did not carry a dial in his poke as 
now. He is the last of the poets, who went (with- 
out affectation) by the great dock of the firma- 
ment. Dante, the miser of words, who goes by the 
same timepiece, is full of these roundabout ways of 
telling us the hour. It had nothing to do with 
Spenser's stanza, and I for one should be sorry to 

were a distmot pangrmph." (Todd'i Spensery IL idL) Bvt he 
oonld hardly hare read the poem attentiyely, for there are Bimier- 
one instanoes to Ihe contrary. Spenser was a consmninate master 
of ▼enrifioation, and not only did Marlowe and Shakespeare learn 
of him, hut I ha^e litUe donht that, hnt for Ihe Faery Queen, we 
should neyer ha^e had the yaried majesty of Miltoii's Uank 



^ As where Dr. Warton himself says : — 
" How nearly had my spirit past, 

TiU stopt hy Metcalf 's skilfol hand, 
To death's dark regions wide and waste 
And the hlaok river's moamfnl strand, 
Or to," etc., 
to the end of Ihe next stanoL That is, I had died hot for Dr. 
MetcalTsholnses. 
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loie ihese stately leyolutions of the aupeme mote. 
Time itself becomes more noble when so measured; 
we never knew before of how precious a conmiodily 
we had the wasting. Who would prefer the plain 
time of day to this ? 

** Now when Aldebafan was mounted high 
Ahore the ftairy Canopeia*! ohair *' ; 

or this? 

" By this the northern wagoner had aet 

Hjs aeyen-f old team hehind the ateadfaat star 
That waa in ocean's wares yet ne^er wet, 

But firm is fixt and sendeth light from far 
To all that in the wide deep wandering are " ; 

or this? 

** At last the golden oriental gate 

Of greatest heaven gan to open fair, 
And FhoBbiis, fresh as bridegroom to his mate, 
Game daneing forth, shaking his dewy hair 
And hnrls his glistening beams throogh dewy air." 

The generous indefiniteness, which treats an hour 
more or less as of no account, is in keeping with 
that sense of endless leisures which it is one chief 
merit of the poem to suggest. But Spenser's dila- 
tation extends to thoughts as well as to phrases 
and images. He does not love the concise. Yet 
his dilatation is not mere distension, but the expan- 
sion of natural growth in the rich soil of his own 
mind, wherein the merest stick of a yerse puts forth 
leayes and blossoms. Here is one of his, suggested 
by Homer:^ — 

1 lUad, XVn. 55 teqq. Referred to in Upton's note on Faery 
Queen, B. L o. tu. 82. Into what a breezy oonplet trailing oflF 
with an alexandrine has Homer's vyoial warrolmp Mftmr ese- 
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^Upon the top of all his lofty crest 
A bunch of haiis discolored diyezsly, 
VS^th sprinkled pearl and gold full richly dzest, 
Did shake, and seemed to danoe for jollity ; 
Uke to an almood-tree ymonnted high 
On top of green Selinns all alone 
Witia, blossoms braye bedecked daintily, 
Whose tender locks do tremble eyery one 

At eyery little breath that under heayen is blown." 

And this is the way he reproduces five pregnant 
verses of Dante : — 

** Seggendo in piume 
In f ama non si yien, iA sotto odtre, 
Soma la qual chi sua yita coosnma, 
Cotal yestigio in terra di se lascia 
Qual fnmo in acre ed in aoqua la schinma.**^ 

*' Whoso in pomp of i»roud estate, quoth she, 
Does swim, and bathes himself in courtly blJiiy 
Does waste his days in dark obscurity 
And in oUtyion oyer buried is ; 
Where ease abounds it 's eath to do amiss : 
But who his limbs with labors and his mind 
Behayes with cares, cannot so easy miss. 

panded I Chapman unfortunately has slurred this passage in his 
yersion, and Pope titHvated it more than usual in his. I haye no 
other translation at hand. Marlowe was so taken by this passage 
in Spenser that he put it bodily into his TamJbitrlaine. 
1 Infemoy XXIV. 46^2. 

For stttii^ upon down, 
Or under quilt, onecometh not to fame, 
Withonten which whoso his life consumes 
Such yestige leayeth of himself on earth 
As smoke in air or in the water foam." 

(LoDgfeDow.) 
It shows how little Dante was read during the last centary thai 
none of the commentators on Spenser notice his most important 
obligations to the great Tuscan. 
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AbfOftd in anm, at home in ttndiooi kind, 
Who seeki with painful toil ihall Honor soonest find. 

*' In woods, in waves, in wan, she wonts to dwell, 

And will be found with peril and with pain, 

Ne can the man that moulds in idle oell 

Unto her happy mansion attain ; 

Before her gate high God did Sweat ordain. 

And wakefol watches erer to abide ; 

But easy is the way and passage plain 

To pleasure's palaoe ; it may soon be spied. 
And day and night her doois to all stand open wide." ^ 

Spenser's mind always demands this large elbow- 
room. His thoughts are never pithily expressed, 
but with a stately and sonorous proclamation, as if 
under the open sky, that seems to me very noble. 
For example, — 

** The noble heart that harbors Tirtooos thought 
And is with child of glorions-great intent 
Can neyer rest until it forth haye brought 
The eternal brood of glory excellent." * 

One's very soul seems to dilate with that last verse. 
And here is a passage which Milton had read and 
remembered : — 

<< And is there care in Heayen ? and is there love 
In heayenly spirits to these creatnres base. 
That may compassion of their evils more ? 
There is : else much more wretched were the case 
Of men than beasts: but O, the exceeding grace 
Of highest God, that loves his creatures so. 
And all his works with mercy doth embrace, 
That blessed angels he sends to and fro. 

To serve to wicked man, to serve his wicked foe I 

" How oft do they their silver bowers leaye, 
To come to succor us that succor wanti 

^ Faery Queen, B. H. c iiL 40, 41. 
« IWd., L c V. 1. 
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How oft do iSbmj wiih golden pinioiM olasf* 
The fleetmg skies like flying pusiiiTaiit, 
Agsinst foul fiends to aid ns militaat I 
They lor ns fight, they watch and dnly ward, 
And their bright squadrons round about us phwt ; 
And all for love and nothiog lor reward ; 
O, why should heayenly God to men have such regard f "^ 

His natural tendency is to shun whatever is sharp 
and abrupt. He loves to prolong emotion, and lin- 
gers in his honeyed sensations like a bee in the 
translucent cup of a lily. So entirely are beauty 
and delight in it the native element of Spenser, 
that, whenever in the ^^ Faery Queen " you come 
suddenly on the moral, it gives you a shock of un- 
pleasant surprise, a kind of grit, as when one's 
teeth dose on a bit of gravel in a dish of straw- 
berries and cream. He is the most fluent of our 
poets. Sensation passing through emotion into 
revery is a prime quality of his manner. And to 
read him puts one in the condition of revery, a 
state of mind in which our thoughts and feelings 
float motionless, as one sees fish do in a gentle 
stream, with just enough vibration of their fins to 
keep themselves from going down with the current, 
while their bodies yield indolently to all its sootb- 
ing curves. He chooses his language for its rich 
canorousness rather than for intensity of meaning. 
To characterize his style in a single word, I shoukl 
call it costly. None but the diuntiest and nicest 
phrases will serve him, and he allures us from one 
to the other with such cunning baits of alliteration, 
and such sweet lapses of verse, that never any word 

1 Faery QMsen, IL e. TiiL 1, 2. 
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seems more eminent dian the rest, nor detains the 
feeling to eddy around it, but yon must go on to 
the end before yon have time to stop and mnse 
oyer the wealth that has been lavished on yon. 
Bat he has characterized and exemplified his own 
style better than any description oould do : — 

" For roond about the waUs ydoihed weie 

THih goodly anas of gieafc majetty, 

Woven with gold and silk so close and near 

That the rich metal InAed pririly 

As faining to be hid from enYioos eye ; 

Yet here and there and ereryiidiere, n n w a iea 

It showed itself and shone nnwillin^y 

Like to a discolored snake whose hidden snares 
Through the green grass his long biight-bnmished baek 
dedazes."^ 

And of the lulling quality of his verse take this as 
a sample : — 

''And, more to InU him in his sfannber soft, 
A trickliqg stream from high rook tamUing down 
And erer drinlmg rain npon the kf t, 
Ifizt with the mnrmnring wind mnch like the soon 
Of swarming bees did cast him in a swoon. 
No other noise, nor peoples' tzoaUoos cries, 
As still are wont to annoy the wallSd town, 
Migbt there be heard: bat careless qniet lies 

Wrapt in eternal silence for from en««niAft.» s 



In the world into which Spenser carries ns there 
is neither time nor space, or rather it is outside of 
and independent of them both, and so is purely 
ideal, or, more truly, imaginary ; yet it is full of 
form, color, and all earthly luxury, and so &r, if 
not real, yet apprehensible by the senses. There 
are no men and women in it, yet it throngs with 

1 Faery (iiteen, m. e. zL 28. * Ibid., L e. L 41. 
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aiij and immortal shapes tiiat have the likmni'inB of 
men and women, and hint at some kind of fore- 
gone reality. Now this place, somewhere between 
mind and matter, between sool and sense, between 
the actual and the possible, is precisely the r^on 
which Spenser assigns (if I have rightly divined 
him) to the poetic sosceptibilily of impression, — 

< < To xdgn in the air from the earth to higfaert akj.** 

Underneath every one of the senses lies the sonl 
and spirit of it, dormant till they are magnetised 
by some powerful emotion. Then whatever is im- 
perishable in us recognizes for an instant and 
claims kindred with something outside and distinct 
from it, yet in some inconceivable way a part of it, 
that flashes back on it an ideal beanty which im- 
poverishes all other companionship. This exalta- 
tion with which love sometimes subtilizes the nerves 
of coarsest men so that they feel and see, not the 
thing as it seems to others, but the beauty of it, 
the joy of it, the soul of eternal youth that is in 
it, would appear to have been the normal conditicm 
of Spenser. While the senses of most men live in 
the cellar, his ^^ were laid in a large upper chamber 
which opened toward the sunrising." 

£u8 Dirth was of the womb of manung deWy 
And hie oonoeption of the jojoue prime." 

The very greatest poets (and is there, after all, 
more than one of them?) have a way, I admit, of 
getting within our inmost consciousness and in 
a manner betraying us to ourselves. There is in 
Spenser a remoteness very different from this, but 
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it is also a sedtudoii, and quite as agreeable, per- 
haps quite as wholesome in oertain moods when we 
are glad to get away from ourselves and those im- 
portunate trifles which we gravely call the realities 
of life. In the warm Mediterranean of his mind 
everything 

" Soffen a leapohaDge 
Into fometliiiiff xieh and strange." 

He lifts everything, not beyond recognition, but to 
an ideal distance where no mortal, I had almost 
said human, fleck is visible. Tnstead of the ordi- 
nary bridal gifts, he hallows his wife with an Epi- 
thalamion fit for a conscious goddess, and the 
*^ savage soil " ^ of Ireland becomes a turf of Ar- 
cady under her feet, where the merchants' daugh- 
ters of the town are no more at home than the 
angels and the fair shapes of pagan mythology 
whom they meet there. He seems to have had a 
common-sense side to him, and could look at things 
(if we may judge by his tract on Irish affairs) in 
a practical and even hard way; but the moment 
he turned toward poetry he fulfilled the condition 
which his teacher Plato imposes on poets, and had 
not a particle of prosaic understanding left His 
&nqr, habitually moving about in worlds not real- 
ized, unrealises everything at a touch* The critics 
Uame him because in his Prothalamion the sub- 

1 Tliis phxaae oocnzs in the sonnet addr o M o d to the Eail of Or- 
mond and in that to Lord Qiey de Wilton in the series prefixed to 
tiie Faery Queem. These sonnets aie of a mnoh stranger bnild 
than the Awwrettiy and some of them (espeoiaUy that to Sir John 
Konis) reeaU the firm tread of Milton% thongh difEeiing in i 
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jeotB of it enter on the Thames as swans and leave 
it at Temple Gkurdens as noble damsels ; bnt to 
those who are grown familiar with his imaginaiy 
world such a transformation seems as natural as in 
the old legend of the Ejiight of the Swan. 

*' Gome now je (JnmmXn^ daxighbea of Deligbt, 
Help quickly her to diglit : 
But first come ye, fair Hoars, wbioh were begot 
In Jore's sweet paradise of Dfty and Night, . . . 
And ye three handmaids of the Cyprian Qoeen, 
The which do still adorn her beauty's pride. 
Help to adorn my beantifnlest bride. 



Crown ye god Bacchns with a coronal, 

And Hymen also crown with wreaths of Tine, 

And let the Graces dance nnto the rest, — 

For they can do it best 
The whiles the maidens do their carols sing. 
To which the woods shall answer and their echo ring." 

The whole Epithalamion is very noble, with an 
organ-like roll and majesty of numbers, while it is 
instinct with the same joyoosness which mnst have 
been the familiar mood of Spenser. It is no su- 
perficial and tiresome merriment, but a profound 
delight in the beauty of the uniTerse and in that 
delicately surfaced nature of his which was its niir> 
ror and counterpart Sadness was alien to him, 
and at funerab he was, to be sure, a decorous 
mourner, as coidd not &il with so sympathetie a 
temperament; but his condolences are graduated 
to the unimpassioned scale of social requirement. 
Even for Sir Philip Sidney his sighs are r^nlated 
by the official standard. It was in an unreal world 
that his affections found their true object and vent, 
and it is in an elegy of a lady whom he had never 
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known that he puts into the month of a husband 
whom he has eTaporated into a shepherd the two 
most naturally pathetic verses he ever penned : — 

" I hate the dsy beoMse it lendeUi light 
To Bee all Ihings, but not my love to eee." ^ 

In the Epithalamion there is an epithet which has 
been much admired for its felicitous tenderness : — 

*' Behold, whOes she before the altar stands, 
Hearing the holy priest that to her speakes 
And bleiseth her 'with his two hcgtpy hands." 

But the purely impersonal passion of the artist 
had already guided him to this lucky phrase. It 
is addressed by Holiness — a dame sorely as isa 
abstracted from the enthusiasms of love as we can 
readily conceive of — to Una, who, like the vision- 
ary Helen of Dr. Faustus, has every charm of 
womanhood except that of being alive, as Juliet 
and Beatrice are. 

*< Chappy earth, 
Whereon thy innocent feet do ever tread! " ^ 

C!an we conceive of Una, the fall of whose foot 
would be as soft as that of a rose-leaf upon its 
mates already fallen, — can we conceive of her 
treading anything so sordid 7 No ; it is only on 
some unsubstantial floor of dream that she walks 
securely, herselE a dream. And it is only when 
Spenser has escaped thither, only when this glar 
mour of &ncy has rarefied his wife till she is grown 
almost as purely a creature of the imagination as 
the other ideal images with which he converses, 

1 Baphnaida, 407, 406. 
* Faery Qiuttn^ L c z. 0. 
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that his feeling becomes as nearfy passionate — as 
nearly hmnan, I was on the point of saying — as 
with him is possible. I am so &r from blaming 
this idealizing property of his mind, that I find it 
admirable in him. It is his quality, not his defect 
Without some touch of it life would be unendur^ 
able prose. If I have called the world to which he 
transports us a world of unreality, I have wronged 
him. It is only a world of unrealism. It is fraii 
pots and pans and stocks and futile gossip and 
inchrlong politics that he emancipates us, and makes 
us free of that to-morrow, always coming and never 
come, where ideas shall reign supreme.^ But I am 
keeping my readers from the sweetest idealization 
that love ever wrought : — 

** Unto this plaoe idienM ihe elfin knight 
Approached, him seemSd that the merry aoond 
Of a shiiU pipe, he playing heard on height. 
And many feet fast thumping the hollow gioond, 
That throngh the woods their echo did reboond ; 
He nigher drew to wit what it mote be. 
There he a troop of ladies dancing f oond 
Fall merrily and making gladfnl glee ; 

And in the midst a shepherd piping he did see. 

*' He dnrst not enter into the open green 
For dread of them nnwaree to be descried, 
For breaking of their dance, if he were seen ; 
Bnt in the covert of the wood did bide 
Beholding all, yet of them nnespied ; 
There he did see that pleased so mnch his sight 

1 Strictly taken, perhi^ his worid is not much more imaginaiy 
than that of other epic poets, Homer (in the Hiad) indoded. He 
who is familiar with medisBral epics will be extremely cantioiis in 
drawing inferences as to contemporary manners from Homer. He 
CTidently archaixes like the rest 
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That eren be himself his eyes envied, 

A hundred nsked maidens lily-white. 

All langM in a xing and dancing in delight 

*' All ihey without weie xangBd in a zing, 
And danoSd romid ; hut in the midst of them 
Thzee other ladies did hoth danoe and sing. 
The while Ihe rest them romid ahont did hem, 
And like a garland did in oompsss stem. 
And in tiie midst of these same three was plaeed 
Another damsel, as a preoions gem 
Amidst a ring most richly well enchased, 
Ihat with her goodly presenoe all the rest mnch gzaoed. 

'Look how the crown which Ariadne wore 
Upon her irory forehead that same day, 
That Thesens her nnto his hridal hore, 
(When the hold Gentanrs made that Uoody fray, 
YHth the fierce Lainthes, that did them dismay) 
Being now plaoSd in the firmament. 
Through the hright heayen doth her heams display, 
And is nnto the stars an ornament, 
Which roond ahont her moye in order excellent; 

*' Soch was the heanty of this goodly hand. 
Whose sondry parts were here too long to tell, 
Bnt she that in the midst of them did stand. 
Seemed all the rest in heanty to excel. 
Crowned with a rosy garland that right well 
Did her heseem. And, eyer as the crew 
Ahont her danced, sweet flowers that far did smell, 
And fragrant odors they upon her threw ; 

Bnt most of aU Ihose three did her with gifts endne. 

" Those were the graces. Daughters of Delight, 
Handmaids of Yenns, which are woot to hannt 
Upon this hill and danoe there, day and night ; 
Those three to men all gifts of grace do grant 
And all that Yenns in herself doth yannt 
Is horrowSd o£ them ; hnt that fair one 
That in the midst was placed pazayant, 
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Was she to whom that ■hepherd ^ped alooey 
That made him pipe so meirily, as never none. 

*' She waa, to weet, that jolly ehepherd's la« 

Which pipM there vnto that merry root ; 

That joUy shepherd that there pipSd was 

Poor Colin Clout; (who knows not Colin Clout ?) 

He piped apaoe while they him danced about ; 

Pipe, jolly shepherd, pipe thoa now apace, 

Unto thy lore that made thee low to lout ; 

Thy love is present there with thee in place. 
Thy love is there advanced to be another Grace." ^ 

Is there any passage in any poet that so ripples 
and sparkles with simple delight as this ? It is a 
sky of Italian April full of snnshine and Obe hid- 
den ecstasy of larks. And we like it all the more 
that it reminds ns of that passage in his friend 
Sidney's Arcadic^ where the shepherd-boy pipes 
^^ as if he would never be old." If we compare it 
with the mystical scene in Dante,^ of which it is a 
reminiscence, it will seem almost like a bit of real 
life ; but taken by itself it floats as unconcerned 
in our cares and sorrows and vulgarities as a sunset 
cloud. The sound of that pastoral pipe seems to 
come from as far away as Thessaly when Apdlo 
was keeping sheep there. Sorrow, die great ideal- 
izer, had had the portrait of Beatrice on her easel 
for years, and every touch of her pencil transfig- 
ured the woman more and more into the glorified 
saint. But Elizabeth Nagle was a solid thing of 
flesh and blood, who would sit down at meat with 
the poet on the very day when he had thus beati- 

1 Faertf Qtieen, VI. c x. 10-16. 
« Purgatorio, XXIX., XXX. 
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fied her. As Dante was drawn upward from heaven 
to lieaven by the eyes of Beatrice, so was Spenser 
lifted away from the actual by those of that ideal 
Beauty whereof his mind had conceived the linea- 
ments in its solitary musings over Plato, but of 
whose haunting presence the delicacy of his senses 
had already premonished him. The intrusion of 
the real world upon this supersensual mood of his 
wrought an instant disenchantment : — 

'* Much wondered Calidore at Uiis strange nglit 
Whose like before his eye had nerer seen, 
And, standing long astonishSd in sprite 
And rapt with pleasanoe, wist not what to ween, 
Whether it were the train of Beauty's Queen, 
Or Nymphs, or Fairies, or enehanted show 
With whioh his eyes might haye deluded been, 
lliflref ore resoling what it was to know. 

Out of die woods he rose and toward tiiem did go. 

" But soon as he ^ypearSd to their Tiew 
They Tanished all away out of his sight 
And dean were gone, which way he nerer knew, 
All saye the shepherd, who, for fell despite 
Of that displeasore, broke his bagpipe quite." 

Ben Jonson said that *^he had consumed a 
whole night looking to his great toe, about which 
he had seen Tartars and Turks, Bomans and Car- 
thaginians, fight in his imagination"; and Cole- 
ridge has told us how his *^eyes made pictures 
when they were shut." This is not uncommon, but 
I &ncy that Spenser was more habitually possessed 
by his imagination than is usual even with poets* 
His visions must have accompanied him ^in glory 
and in joy" along the common thorough&res of 
life and seemed to him, it may be suspected, more 
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real than the men and women he met there. His 
^most fine spirit of sense " would have tended to 
keep him in this exalted mood. I mnst give an 
example of the sensaoosness of whioh I have 
spoken: — 

" And in the midit of all a lonnteln stood 
Of riehflsi sabstanoe that on eartih might be, 
So pme and shiny that the erystal flood 
nuongh eyery ohanne] running one might see ; 
Most goodly it wiUi onrioos imagery 
Was oyerwrooght, and shines of naked boys, 
Of which some seemed with liyely jollity 
To fly about, playing their wanton toys, 
Whilst others did themselves embay in liquid jojs. 

" And orer all, of purest gold was spread 
A trail of ivy in his native hue ; 
For tiie rich metal was so oolorSd 
lliat he who did not well avised it view 
Would sorely deem it to be ivy tme ; 
Low his lasoiTioos arms adown did creep 
That themselves dipping in the silver dew 
^Rieir fleecy flowers they tenderly did steep, 
Which drops of erystal seemed for wantonness to weep. 

" Infinito streams eontinnally did well 
Oat of this f onntain, sweet and fair to see, 
The which into an ample laver fell, 
And shortly grew to so great quantity 
That like a little lake it seemed to be 
Whose depth exceeded not three onbits* height, 
That through tiie waves one might the bottom see 
All paved beneath with jasper shining bright, 
lliat seemed the fountain in that sea did sail upright. 

"And all the maigent round about was set 
Witli shady laurel-trees, thence todefend 
The sunny beams which on the billows bet. 
And those whioh therein bathSd mote offend. 
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As Gnyon hiqppeBad liy tlM MBM to wMid 
Two naked Damtels he ihenin espied, 
Which therein hsUung seem8d to eontend 
And wieetle wantonly, ne oaied to hide 
Their dainty parti from Yiew of any which ihBm eyed. 

" Sometimee the one wonld lift the other quite 
Ahore the waters, and then down again 
Her plonge, as ovennasterM hy might, 
Where hoth awhile would eorerfid remain, 
And each the other from to rise restrain ; 
The whiles their snowy limhs, as throngh a Teil, 
So through the oryrtal wayes aippemM. plain: 
Then suddenly hoth would themselTes nnhele. 

And the amaroos sweet spoils to greedy eyes rsTeaL 

** As that fair star, the menenger of mom, 

His dewy faoe out of the sea doth rear ; 

Or as the Cyprian goddeae, newly bom 

Of the ocean's fmitfal froth, did first appear ; 

Such seemed they, and so their yellow hear 

Crystalline hnmor droppSd down apace. 

Whom sooh when Gnyon saw, he drew him near, 

And somewhat gan relent his earnest pace ; 
Wb stnbbom breast gan secret pleaeanee to embraee. 

'' The wanton Maidens him espying, stood 

Gasng awhile at his miwooted gnise ; 

Then the one herself low dnok8d in the flood. 

Abashed that her a stranger did ayise ; 

But the other rather higher did arise. 

And her two lily paps dLoft displayed, 

And all that might his melting heart entice 

To her delights, she nnto him bewrayed ; 
The rest, hid underneath, him more dedroDS made. 

"With that the other likewise np arose, 
And her har locks, which formerly were boond 
Up in one knot, she low adown did loose. 
Which flowing long and thick her dothed aroond, 
And the hrory in golden mantle gowned : 
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So that fair spectacle from him was left, 
Tet that which reft it no less fair was f onnd ; 
So hid in locks and waves from lockers' theft, 
Nanght hut her lovely face she for his looking left 

"Withal she langhSd, and she blushed withal, 
Tliat hlnshing to her laughter gave more grace, 
And laoghter to her blnshing, as did falL 



EftBoones they heard a most melodions soond, 
Of an that mote delight a dainty ear, 
Sooh as at once might not on living ground, 
Saye in this paradiM, be heard elsewhere : 
Right hard it was for wight which did it hear 
To read what manner music that mote be ; 
For all that pleasing is to living ear 
Was there consorted in one hannony ; 
Birds, Yoioes, instruments, winds, waters, aU agree. 

'* The joyous birds, shrouded in cheerful shade, 
Their notes unto the voice attempered sweet ; 
The angelical soft trembling y<nces made 
To the instruments divine respondence mete ; 
The silyer-sounding instruments did meet 
With the base murmur of the water's fall ; 
The water's fall with difference discreet. 
Now soft, now loud, unto the wind did call ; 

Tlie gentle warbling wind low answered to alL" 

Spenser, in one of his letters to Harvey, had 
said, *^ Why, a Gtnl's name, may not we, as else the 
Greeks, have the kingdom of our own language? " 
This is in the tone of Bellay, as is also a great deal 
of what is said in the epistle prefixed to the *^ Shep- 
herd's Calendar.'' He would have been wiser had 
he followed more closely Bellay's advice about the 
introduction of novel words : *^ Fear not, then, to 
innovate somewhat, particularly in a long poem, 
with modesty, however, with analogy, and judg- 
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ment of ear; and trouble not thyself as to who 
may think it good or bad, hoping that posterity 
will approve it, — she who gives faith to doubtful, 
light to obscure, novelty to antique, usage to unao- 
customed, and sweetness to harsh and rude things." 
Spenser's innovations were by no means always 
happy, as not always aoeording with the genius of 
the language, and they have therefore not pre- 
vailed. He forms English words out of French or 
Italian ones, sometimes, I think, on a misapprehen- 
sion of their true meaning; nay, he sometimes 
makes new ones by unlawfully grafting a scion of 
Bomance on a Teutonic root. His theory, caught 
from BeUay, of rescuing good archaisms from un- 
warranted oblivion, was excellent ; not so his prac- 
tice of being archaic for the mere sake of escaping 
from the common and familiar. A permissible 
archaism is a word or phrase that has been sup- 
planted by something less apt, but has not become 
unintelligible ; and Spenser's often needed a glos- 
sary, even inhis own day.^ But he never endangers 
his finest passages by any experiments of this kind. 
There his language is living, if ever any, and of 
one substance with the splendor of his fancy. Like 
all masters of speech, he is fond of tojring with and 
teasing it a little ; and it may readily be granted 
that he sometimes ** hunted the letter," as it was 
called, out of all cry. But even where his allitera- 

^ I find » goodly munber of Yankeeitms in him, raoh as idee 
(not as a xbyme) ; bnt the oddest is his twice spelling dew deow^ 
which is jnst as one would spell it who wished to phonetize its 
sound in rnral New England. 
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tion is tempted to an excess, its prolonged edioet 
caress the ear like the fading and gathering rever- 
berations of an Alpine horn, and one can find in 
his heart to forgive even such a debauch of initial 
assonances as 

'* BftBoones her shallow ship rnwaj did dide, 
More iwift than swallow ahean the Bqidd sky." 

Generally, he scatters them at adroit intervals, re- 
minding us of the arrangement of voices in an an- 
cient catch, where one voice takes up the phrase 
another has dropped, and thus seems to give the 
web of harmony a firmer and more continuous tex- 
ture. 

Other poets have held their mirrors up to nature, 
mirrors that differ very widely in the truth and 
beauty of the images they reflect; but Spenser's is 
a magic glass in which we see few shadows cast 
back from actual life, but visionary shapes conjured 
up by the wizard's art from some confusedly re- 
membered past or some impossible future; it is 
like one of those still pools of medieval legend 
which covers some sunken city of the antique 
world ; a reservoir in which all our dreams seem to 
have been gathered. As we float upon it, we see 
that it pictures faithfully enough the summer-clouds 
that drift over it, the trees that grow about its 
margin, but in the midst of these shadowy echoes 
of actuality we catch faint tones of beUs that seem 
blown to us from beyond the horizon of time, and 
looking down into the dear depths, catch glimpses 
of towers and far-shining knights and peerless 
dames that waver and are gone. Is it a world that 
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ever was, or shall be, or can be, or bnt a delusion? 
Spenser's world, real to bim, is real enough for us 
to take a holiday in, and we may well be content 
with it when the earth we dwell on is so often too 
real to allow of such vacations. It is the same kind 
of world that Petrarca's Laura has walked in for 
five centuries with all ears listening for the music 
of her f ootfalL 

The land of Spenser is the land of Dream, but 
it is also the land of Best. To read him is like 
dreaming awake, without even the trouble of doing 
' it yourself, but letting it be done for you by the 
finest dreamer that ever lived, who knows how to 
color his dreams like life and make them move be- 
fore you in music. They seem singing to you as 
the sirens to Ghiyon, and we linger like him : — 

^ O, thou fair aon of gentle Faery 
That art in mighty arms most magnified 
AboTe all knights thai erer battle tried, 
O, torn thy rodder hitherward awhile, 
Here may thy storm-beat yessel safely ride, 
This is the port of rest from tronblons toil. 
The world's sweet inn from pain and wearisome turmoil.^ 

" With that the rolling sea, reeonnding swift 
In his big baas, them fitly answered, 

^ This song recalls thai in Dante's Purgatorio (XIX. 19-24), hi 
which the Italian tongoe pnts forth all its siren allmements. 
Browne's beantifal v o r se s (** Turn, hither tnm yoor winged 
pines ") were snggested by these of Spenser. It might almost 
seem as if Spenser had here, in his nsnal way, expanded the sweet 
old yersss : — 

" Merry songen the monks binnen Ely 
When Ennt king rew thereby ; 
'Roweth knightSs near the lond, 
That I may hear these monkSs song.' " 
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And OB die loek die wsres, lifMikii^ alolt, 
A ■olema mem nato tiiem moimBd, 
The whiles sweet Zepfaynis loud whistelSd 
ffifltiehle, ft strange kmd of hannony 
WhiehGoyoo's senMS soCdy tiekelSd 
That he the bostman hnde TOW eesilj 
And let him hear some part of theb rare melody." 

Despite Spenser's instinctiye tendency to ideaUie, 
and Ills habit of distilling out of the actoal an 
ethereal essence in which very little of the possible 
seems left, yet his mind, as is generally true of 
great poets, was founded on a solid bads of good- 
sense. I do not know where to look for a more co- 
gent and at the same time piotoresqne confutation 
of Socialism than in the Second Canto of the fifth 
Book. If I apprehend rightly his words and 
images, there is not only subtle but profound dunk- 
ing here. The French Beyolntion is prefigured in 
the well-meaning but too theoretic giant, and Bous- 
seau's fallacies exposed two centuries in advance. 
Spenser was a conscious Englishman to his inmost 
fibre, and did not lack the soimd judgment in poli- 
tics which belongs to his race. He was the more 
English for living in Ireland, and there is some- 
thing that moves us deeply in the exile's passionate 
cry: — 

^'DearCoontryl O haw deaily dear 
Od^ thy rememhranoe and peipetoal hand 
Be to thy foster-ehiM tiiat from thy hand 
Did oommon breath and nooritare reeeiTe ! 
How brutish is it not to understand 
How mnoh to her we owe thai all nsgaTe, 
^lat gaye unto ns all whateyer good we haTe I ^ 

His race shows itself also where he teUs us that 
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'< chiefly nkill to ride seems * soienoe 
Ph>per to gentle blood," 

which reminds one of Lord Herbert of Cherbury's 
saying that the finest sight God looked down on 
was a fine man on a fine horse. 

Wordsworth, in the supplement to his preface, 
tells us that the ''Faery Queen" ''faded before" 
Sylvester's translation of Du Bartas. But Words- 
worth held a brief for himself in this ease, and is 
no exception to the proverb about men who are 
their own attorneys. His statement is wholly im- 
foimded. Both poems,no doubt, so far as popular- 
ity is concerned, yielded to the graver interests of 
the Civil War. But there is an appreciation much 
weightier than any that is implied in mere popu- 
larity, and the vitality of a poem is to be measured 
by the kind as well as the amount of influence it 
exerts. Spenser has co(iched more poets and more 
eminent ones than any other writer of English 
verse. I need say nothing of Milton, nor of pro- 
fessed disciples like Browne, the two Fletchers, 
and More. Cowley tells us that he became " irre- 
coverably a poet " by reading the " Faery Queen " 
when a boy. Dryden, whose case is particularly 
in point because he confesses having been seduced 
by Du Bartas, tells us that Spenser had been his 
master in English. He regrets, indeed, comically 
enough, that Spenser could not have read the rules 
of Bossu, but adds that " no man was ever bom 
with a greater genius or more knowledge to support 
it." Pope says, " There is something in Spenser 
that pleases one as strongly in one's old age as it 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



852 SPENSER 

did in one's yonth. I read the Faery Queen wboi 
I was about twelve with a vast deal of deliglit ; and 
I think it gave me as mncli when I read it over 
about a year or two ago." Thomson wrote the 
most delightful of his poems in die measure of 
Spenser ; Collins, Gray, and Akenside show traces 
of him ; and in our own day his influence reappears 
in Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, and Keats. Lan- 
der is, I believe, the only poet who ever found him 
tedious. Spenser's mere manner has not had so 
many imitators as Milton's, but no other of our 
poets has given an impulse, and in the right direc- 
tion also, to so many and so diverse minds ; above 
all, no other has given to so many young souls a 
consciousness of their wings and a delight in the 
use of thenu He is a standing protest against the 
tyranny of Commonplace, and sows the seeds of a 
noble discontent with prosaic views of life and the 
dull uses to which it may be put. 

Three of Spenser's own verses best characterize 
the feeling his poetry gives us : — 

« Among wide wayes set like a little neit," 
** Wrapt in eternal nlenoe far from enemiei," 
" The worid's iweet inn from pain and wearisome tannoiL" 

We are wont to apologize for the grossness of our 
favorite authors sometimes by saying that their age 
was to blame and not they ; and the excuse is a 
good one, for often it is the frank word that shocks 
us while we tolerate the thing. Spenser needs no 
such extenuations. No man can read the ^^ Faery 
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Queen" and be anything but the better for it. 
Through that rude age, when Maids of Honor 
drank beer for breakfast and Hamlet could say a 
gross thing to Ophelia, he passes serenely ab- 
stracted and high, the Don Quixote of poets. 
Whoeyer can endure unmixed delight, whoever 
can tolerate music and painting and poetiy all in 
one, whoever wishes to be rid of thought and to 
let the busy anvils of the brain be silent for a time, 
let him read in the ^^ Faery Queen." There is the 
land of pure heart's ease, where no ache or sorrow 
of spirit can enter. 
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A GENERATION has now passed away sinoe 
Wordsworth was laid with the femily in the dniroh- 
yard at Grasmere.^ Perhaps it is hardly yet time 
to take a perfectly impartial measure of his Talue 
as a poet. To do this is espeoiaUy hard for those 
who are old enough to remember the last shot 
which the foe was sullenly firing in that long war 
of critics which began when he published his man- 
ifesto as Pretender, and which came to a pause 
rather than to an end when they flung up their 
caps with the rest at his final coronation. Some- 
thing of the intensity of the odium theologicum (if 
indeed the cestheticum be not in these days the 
more bitter of the two) entered into the conflict 
The Wordsworthians were a sect, who, if they had 
the enthusiasm, had also not a little of the ezohi- 
siyeness and partiality to which sects are liaUe. 
The verses of the master had for them the virtue of 
religious canticles stimulant of zeal and not amen- 

^ '* I pay many IHUe listto to the family in the dmrdiyaid ai 
Giaamere," writea Jamee Dixon (an old aenrant of Wor Ja wo rth ) 
to Crabb BoUnaon, with a 8inq»le, one miglit almoat aay eanina 
patboa, ibiiteen yean after hia maater'a deaib. Wordawoftb 
waa alwaya oowiderate and kind with bia aeiranti, Robinaon taUa 
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able to the ordinary tests of cold-blooded critioisnu 
Like the hymns of the Huguenots and Covenant- 
ers, they were songs of batUe no less than of wor- 
ship, and the combined ardors of conyiction and 
conflict lent them a Are that was not naturally their 
own. As we read them now, that virtue of the 
moment is gone out of them, and whatever of Dr. 
Wattsiness there is gives us a slight shock of dis- 
enchantment. It is something like the difference 
between the Marseillaise sung by armed propa- 
gandists on the edge of battle, or by Brissotins in 
the tumbrel, and the words of it read coolly in 
the doset, or recited with the factitious frenzy of 
Th^r^. It was natural in the early days of 
Wordsworth's career to dwell most fondly on those 
profoimder qualities to appreciate which settled in 
some sort the measure of a man's right to judge of 
poetry at alL But now we must admit the short- 
comings, the failures, the defects, as no less essen- 
tial elements in forming a sound judgment as to 
whether the seer and artist were so united in him 
as to justify the claim first put in by himself and 
afterwards maintained by his sect to a place beside 
the few great poets who exalt men's minds, and 
give a right direction and safe outlet to their pas- 
sions through the imagination, while insensibly 
helping them toward balance of character and se- 
renity of judgment by stimulating their sense of 
proportion, form, and die nice adjustment of means 
to ends. In none of our poets has the constant 
propulsion of an unbending will, and the concen- 
tration of exclusive, if I must not say somewhat 
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narrow, sympatihies done so much to make the ori- 
ginal endowment of natore effective, and in none 
aeoordingly does the biography throw so much light 
on the works, or enter so largely into their compod- 
tion as an element whether of power or of weakness. 
Wordsworth never saw, and I think never wished 
to see, beyond the limits of his own conscionsness 
and experience. He early conceived himself to be, 
and throngh life was confirmed by oironmstancea 
in the faitii that he was, a "dedicated spirit,"^ a 
state of mind likely to further an intense but at 
the same time one-sided development of the intel- 
lectoal powers. The solitude in which the greater 
part of his mature Uf e was passed, while it doubt- 
less ministered to the passionate intensity of his 
musings upon man and nature, was, it may be sus- 
pected, harmful to him as an artist, by depriving 
him of any standard of proportion outside himself 
by which to test the comparative value of his 
thoughts, and by rendering him more and more 
incapable of that urbanity of mind which could be 
gained only by commerce with men more nearly 
on his own level, and which gives tone without 
lessening individuality. Wordsworth never quite 
saw the distinction between the eccentric and the 
original. For what we call originality seems not 

^ In the Prelude h» attribntes tlik oooseoratioii to » smniM 
seen (duimg » college yaoatioii) as he walked homewaid iiam 
some Tillage featayal where he had danoed all night: — 
"My heart was full; I made no tows, bnt tows 
Were then made for me ; bond unknown to me 
Was giTen that I shoold be, else sinning greatly, 
A dedicated Spirit." (B. IV.) 
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80 mach anything peculiar, mnch less anything 
odd, but that quality in a man which touches hu- 
man nature at most points of its oireumf erenoe, 
which reinvigorates the consciousness of our own 
powers by recalling and confirming our own im- 
Talned sensations and perceptions, gives classic 
shape to our own amorphous imaginings, and ade- 
quate utterance to our own stammering conceptions 
or emotions. The poet's office is to be a Voice, 
not of one crying in the wilderness to a knot of 
already magnetized acolytes, but singing amid the 
throng of men, and lifting their common aspira- 
tions and sympathies (so first clearly revealed to 
themselves) on the wings of his song to a purer 
ether and a wider reach of view. We cannot, if 
we would, read the poetry of Wordsworth as mere 
poetry ; at every other page we find ourselves en- 
tangled in a problem of aesthetics. The world-old 
question of matter and form, of whether nectar is 
of precisely the same flavor when served to us from 
a Grecian chalice or from any jug of ruder pot- 
tery, comes up for decision anew. The Teutonic 
nature has always shown a sturdy preference of 
the solid bone with a marrow of nutritious moral 
to any shadow of the same on the flowing mirror 
of sense. Wordsworth never lets us long forget 
the deeply rooted stock &om which he sprang, — 
vien hen dh lui. 

William Wordsworth was bom at Cockermonth 
in Cumberland, on the 7th of April, 1770, die 
second of five children. His fother was John 
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Wordsworth, an attomey-at-law, and agent of Sir 
James Lowther, afterwards first Earl of Lonsdale. 
His mother was Anne Cookson, the daughter of a 
meroer in Penrith. His paternal ancestors had 
been settled immemorially at Penistone in York- 
shire, whence his grandfather had emigrated to 
Westmoreland. His mother, a woman of piety and 
wisdom, died in March, 1778, being then in her 
thirty-second year. His fiither, who never entirely 
cast off die depression occasioned by her death, 
survived her but five years, dying in December, 
1788, when William was not quite fourteen years 
old. 

The poet's early childhood was passed partly at 
Cockermouth, and partly with his maternal grand- 
&ther at Penrith. His first teacher appears to 
have been Mrs. Anne Birkett, a kind of Shenstone's 
Schoohnistress, who practised the memory of her 
pupils, teaching them chiefly by rote, and not en- 
deavoring to cultivate their reasoning &oulties, a 
process by which children are apt to be converted 
from natural logicians into impertinent sophists. 
Among his schoolmates here was Mary Hutchinson, 
who afterwards became his wife. 

In 1778 he was sent to a school founded by Ed- 
win Sandys, Archbishop of York,^ in the year 1585, 
at Hawkshead in Lancashire. Hawkshead is a small 
market4own in the vale of Esthwaite, about a third 
of a mile northwest of the lake. Here Wordsworth 

^ Father of George Sandys, Treasurer of the Yirginia Com- 
pany, translator, while in Virginia, of Orid's Metamorphoses^ and 
anthor of a book of traTels in the Bast dear to Dr. Johnson. 
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passed nine years, among a people of simple habits 
and scenery of a sweet and pastoral dignity. His 
earliest intimacies were with the mountains, lakes, 
and streams of his native district, and the associa- 
tions with which his mind was stored during its most 
impressible period were noble and pure. The boys 
were boarded among the dames of the village, thus 
enjoying a freedom from scholastic restraints, which 
could be nothing but beneficial in a place where the 
temptations were only to sports that hardened the 
body while they fostered a love of nature in the 
spirit and habits of observation in the mind. Words- 
worth's ordinary amusement« here were hunting 
and fishing, rowing, skating, and long walks around 
the lake and among the hills, with an occasional 
scamper on horseback.^ His life as a school-boy 
was favorable also to his poetic development, in 
being identified with that of the people among 
whom he lived. Among men of simple habits, and 
where there are small diversities of condition, the 
feelings and passions are displayed with less re- 
straint, and the yoimg poet grew acquainted with 
that primal human basis of character where the 
Muse finds firm foothold, and to which he ever 
afterward cleared his way through all the overlying 
drift of conventionalism. The dalesmen were a 
primitive and hardy race who kept alive the tradi- 
tions and often the habits of a more picturesque 
time. A common level of interests and of social 
standing fostered unconventional ways of thought 
and speech, and friendly human sympathies. Soli- 

1 Preludey BookH 
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tade indnoed refleotdon, a relianoe of the mind on 
its own lesouToes, and individuality of character. 
Where everybody knew everybody, and everybody's 
&ther had known everybody's £ftther, the interest 
of man in man was not likely to become a matter 
of cold hearsay and distant report When death 
knocked at any door in the hamlet, there was aa 
echo trcm every fireside, and a wedding dropt its 
white flowers at every threshold. There was not a 
grave in the churchyard but had its story ; not a 
orag or glen or aged tree untouched with some ideal 
hue of legend. It was here that Wordsworth 
learned that homely humanity which gives such 
depth and sincerity to his poems. Travel, society, 
culture, nothing could obliterate the deep trace of 
that early training which enables him to speak di- 
rectly to the primitive instincts of man. He was 
apprenticed early to the difficult art of being him- 
self. 

At school he wrote some task-verses on subjects 
imposed by the master, and also some voluntaries 
of his own, equally undistinguished by any peculiar 
merit. But he seems to have made up his mind as 
early as in his fourteenth year to become a poet^ 
^It is recorded," says his biographer vaguefy, 
^^that the poet's fether set him very early to learn 
portions of the best English poets by heart, so that 
at an early age he could repeat large portions of 
Shakespeare, Milton, and Spenser." ^ 

1 " I to the maam ham been bound, 

Theee fourteen yeexe, by strong indentnree." 

Idict Boy (1706). 
s I tbink ihiB more tban doabtfnl, for I find no tnMee of die 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



WORDSWORTH 861 

The great event of Wordsworth's school-days 
was the death of his father, who left what may be 
oaUed a hypothetical estate, consisting chiefly of 
claims upon the first Earl of Lonsdale, the pay- 
ment of which, though their justice was acknow- 
ledged, that nobleman contrived in some unex- 
plained way to elude so long as he lived. In 
October, 1787, he left school for St John's Col- 
lege, Cambridge. He was already, we are told, a 
tail Latin scholar, and had made some progress in 
mathematics. The earliest books we hear of his 
reading were Don Quixote, Gil Bias, Gulliver's 
Travels, and the Tale of a Tub ; but at school he 
had also become familiar with the works of some 
English poets, particularly Groldsmith and Gbay, of 
whose poems he had learned many by heart What 
is more to the purpose, he had become, without 
knowing it, a lover of Nature in all her moods, and 
the same mental necessities of a solitary life which 
compel men to an interest in the transitory phe- 
nomena of scenery had made him also studious of 
die movements of his own mind, and the mutual 
interaction and dependence of the external and in- 
ternal universe. 

Doubtless his early orphanage was not without 
its effect in confirming a character naturally impa- 
tient of control, and his mind, left to itself, clothed 
itself with an indigenous growth, which grew fairly 
and freely, unstinted by the shadow of exotic plan- 

mflnenee of any of those poete in bit earlier writinga. Gkldamitli 
was eridentlyhia model in the Descriptive Sketches and the Svet^ 
ing Walk. I apeak of them as originaUy printed. 
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tations. It lias become a tmisin, that lemarkaUe 
persons have remarkable mothers; bat perhaps 
this is chiefly true of such as have made them- 
selves distingaished by their industry, and by the 
assiduous cultivation of faculties in themselves of 
only an average quality. It is rather to be noted 
how little is known of the parentage of men of the 
first magnitude, how often they seem in some sort 
foundlings, and how early an apparently adverse 
destiny begins the culture of those who are to en- 
counter and master great intellectual or spiritual 
experiences. 

Of his disposition as a child little is known, but 
that little is characteristic. He himself tells us 
that he was ^^ stiff, moody, and of violent temper." 
His mother said of him that he was the only one 
of her children about whom she felt any anxiety, — 
for she was sure that he would be remarkable for 
good or evil. Once, in resentment at some fancied 
injury, he resolved to kill himself, but his heart 
failed him. I suspect that few boys of passionate 
temperament have escaped these momentary sug- 
gestions of despairing helplessness. ^^ On another 
occasion," he says, ^^ while I was at my grand- 
father's house at Penrith, along with my eldest 
brother Bichard, we were whipping tops together 
in the long drawing-room, on which the carpet was 
only laid down on particular occasions. The walls 
were hung round with family pictures, and I said 
to my brother, ^Dare you strike your whip through 
that old lady's petticoat?' He replied, *No, I 
won't.' * Then,' said I, * here goes,' and I struck 
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my lash through her hooped petticoat, for which, 
no doubt, though I have forgotten it, I was prop- 
erly punished. But, possibly from some want of 
judgment in punishments inflicted, I had become 
perrerse and obstinate in defying chastisement, 
and rather proud of it than otherwise." This last 
anecdote is as happily typical as a bit of Greek 
mythology which always prefigured the lives of 
heroes in the stories of their childhood. Just so 
do we find him afterward striking his defiant lash 
through the hooped petticoat of tiie artificial style 
of poetry, and proudly unsubdued by the punish- 
ment of the Beviewers. 

Of his coU^e life the chief record is to be found 
in ^The Prelude." He did not distinguish himself 
as a scholar, and if his life had any incidents, they 
were of that interior kind which rarely appear in 
biography, though they may be of controlling influ- 
ence upon the life. He speaks of reading Chaucer, 
Spenser, and Milton while at Cambridge,^ but no 
reflection from them is visible in his earliest pub- 
lished poems. The greater part of his vacations 
was spent in his native Lake-country, where his only 
sister, Dorothy, was the companion of his rambles. 
She was a woman of large natural endowments, 

I PrelwU, Book m. He stndiod Italian also at Cambridge ; 
Wb teacher, whoae name wae Isda, had formerly tanght the poet 
Gray. It may be pretty oertainly inferred, howerer, that his first 
systematic study of English poetry was due to the copy of Ander- 
son's British Poets, left irith him by his sailor brother John on 
setting ont f or his last Toyage in 1805. It was the daughter of 
this Isola, Emma, who was afterwards adopted by Charles and 
Mary Lamb. 
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chiefly of tiie leoeptiTe kind, and had mnoh to do 
with tho formation and tendency of tiie poet's 
mind. It was she who called forth tiie ahyer a^i- 
ribilities of his nature, and taoght an originally 
harsh and austere imagination to sorromid itself 
with fancy and feeling, as the rock fringes itself 
with a son-spray of ferns. She was his first Pnb- 
lie, and belonged to that dass of pn^heticalfy 
appreoiatiTe temperaments whose iqyparent office 
it is to cheer the early solitode of original minds 
with messages from the fntnre. Through ilie 
greater part of his life she continued to be a kind 
of poetical conscience to him. 

Wordsworth's last coQ^ TBcation was spent 
in a foot jonmey upon the Continent (1790). In 
January, 1791, he took his d^ree of R A., and 
left Cambridge. Daring the summer of Una year 
he visited Wales, and, after declining to enter 
upon holy orders mider the plea that he was not of 
age for ordination, went oyer to France in NoTem> 
ber, and remained during the winter at Orleans. 
Here he became intimate with the republican Gen- 
eral Beaupuis, with whose hopes and aspirations he 
ardently sympathised. In the spring of 1792 he 
was at Blois, and returned thence to Orleans, which 
he finally quitted in October for Paris. He re- 
mained here as long as he could with safety, and at 
the dose of the year went back to England, thus, 
perhaps, escaping the fete which soon after oY&t- 
took his friends the Brissotins. 

As hitherto the life of Wordsworth may be 
called a fortunate one, not less so in the training 
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and ezpaiuiion of his faculties was this period of 
Us stay in France. Bom and reared in a country 
where the homely and familiar nestles confidingly 
amid the most savage and sublime forms of na- 
ture, he had experienced whateyer impulses the 
oreatiTe faculty can receive from mountain and 
doud and the voices of winds and waters, but he 
had known man only as an actor in fireside his- 
tories and tragedies, for which the hamlet supplied 
an ample stage. In France he first felt the au- 
thentic beat of a nation's heart ; he was a spectator 
at one of those dramas where the terrible footfall 
of the Eumenides is heard nearer and nearer in 
the pauses of the action ; and he saw man such as 
he can only be when he is vibrated by the orgasm 
of a national emotion. He sympathi2sed with the 
hopes of France and of mankind deeply, as was 
fitting in a young man and a poet ; and if his faith 
in the gregarious advancement of men was after- 
ward shaken, he only held the more firmly by his 
belief in the individual, and his reverence for the 
human as something quite apart from the popular 
and above it. Wordsworth has been unwisely 
blamed, as if he had been recreant to the liberal 
instincts of his youth. But it was inevitable that 
a genius so regulated and metrical as his, a mind 
which always compensated itself for its artistic 
radicalism by an involuntary leaning toward exter- 
nal respectability, should recoil from whatever was 
convulsionary and destructive in politics, and above 
all in religion. He reads the poems of Words- 
worth without understanding, who does not find in 
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them the noblest incentives to fidth in man and 
the grandeur of his destiny, founded always upon 
that personal dignity and virtue, the capacity for 
whose attainment sdone makes universal liberty 
possible and assures its permanence. He was to 
make men better by opening to them the sources 
of an inalterable well-being; to make them free, 
in a sense higher than political, by showing them 
that these sources are within them, and that no 
contrivance of man can permanently emancipate 
narrow natures and depraved minds. His politics 
were always those of a poet, circling in the larger 
orbit of causes and principles, careless of the tran- 
sitory oscillation of events. 

The change in his point of view (if change there 
was) certainly was complete soon after his return 
from France, and was perhaps due in part to die 
influence of Burke. 

" While he [Burke] forewarns, denonnoes, lannohes f ordi, 
AgauiBt all Bystema hnilt on ahatraot rights, 
Keen ridionle ; the majesty proclaims 
Of institutes and laws hallowed hy time ; 
Declares the vital power of social ties 
Endeared hy oustom ; and with high disdain, 
Exploding upstart theory, insists 
Upon the allegiance to which men are hom. 
. . . Could a youth, and one 
In ancient story Tcrsed, whose breast hath heaTed 
Under the weight of classic eloquence. 
Sit, see, andhear, unthankful, uninspired ? "^ 

1 Prdud€, Book VIL Written befove 1805, and zefem^ to a 
still earlier date. '* Wordsworth went in powder, and with cocked 
hat under his arm, to tilie Marchioness of Stafford's rout." 
(Southey to Ifias Barker, May, 1806.) 
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He bad seen the French for a dozen years 
eagerly bnqr in tearing up whatever had roots in 
the past, replacing the venerable trunks of tra- 
dition and orderly growth with liberty-poles, then 
striving vainly to piece together the fibres they had 
broken, and to reproduce artificially that sense of 
permanence and continuity which is the main safe- 
guard of vigorous self-consciousness in a nation. 
He became a Tory through intellectual conviction, 
retaining, I suspect, to the last, a certain radicalism 
of temperament and instinct. As in Carlyle, so in 
him something of the peasant survived to the last. 
Haydon tells us that in 1809 Sir Greorge Beaumont 
said to him and Wilkie, ^^ Wordsworth may per- 
haps walk in ; if he do, I caution you both against 
his terrific democratic notions " ; and it must have 
been many years later that Wordsworth himself 
told Crabb Bobinson, ^^ I have no respect whatever 
for Whigs, but I have a great deal of the Chartist 
in me." In 1802, during his tour in Scotland, he 
travelled on Sundays as on the other days of the 
week.^ He afterwards became a theoretical church- 
goer. ^^ Wordsworth defended earnestly the Church 
establishment. He even said he would shed his 
blood for it. Nor was he disconcerted by a laugh 
raised against him on account of his having con- 
fessed that he knew not when he had been in a 
church in his own country. ^ All our ministers are 
so vile,' said he. The mischief of allowing the 

^ This was probably one reason for the Icfog snppresrion of Miss 
Wordsworth's journal, whioh she had OTidently prepared for pnb- 
lieationM early m 1805. 
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clergy to depend on the caprice of the mnltitade 
he thought more than outweighed all the eyils of 
an establishment." ^ 

In December, 1792, Wordsworth had returned 
to England, and in the following year published 
« Descriptive Sketches " and the « Evening Walt" 
He did this, as he says in one of his letters, to show 
that, although he had gained no honors at the Uni- 
versity, he could do something. They met with no 
great success, and he afterward corrected them so 
much as to destroy all their interest as juvenile pro- 
ductions, without communicating to them any of 
the merits of maturity. In commenting, sixty years 
afterward, on a couplet in one of these poems, — 

" And, frontiiig the bright west, the oak entwines 
Iti darkening bonghs and lea;vea in stt oug er linea," ^ 

he says : ^^ This is feebly and imperf ectiy expressed, 
but I recollect distinctiy the very spot where this 
first struck me. . . . The moment was important 
in my poetical history ; for I date from it my con- 
sciousness of the infinite variety of natural appear- 
ances which had been unnoticed by the poets of 
any age or country, so far as I was acquainted with 
them, and I made a resolution to supply in some 
degree the deficiency." 

It is plain that Wordsworth's memory was play- 
ing him a trick here, misled by that instinct (it 
may almost be called) of consistency which leads 
men first to desire that their lives should have been 
without break or seam, and then to believe that 
they have been such. The more distant ranges of 

1 Crabb RobiiMon, L 250, Am. ed. 
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perspeotiTe are apt to run together in retrospection. 
How &r could Wordsworth at fourteen have been 
acquainted with the poets of all ages and coun- 
tries, — he who to his dying day ooidd not endure 
to read Goethe and knew nothing of Calderon ? It 
seems to me rather that the earliest influence trace- 
able in him is that of Goldsmith, and later of Cow- 
per, and it is, perhaps, some slight indication of its 
haying already begun that his first volume of ^^ De- 
scriptive Sketches " (1798) was put forth by John- 
son, who was Cowper's publisher. By and by the 
powerful impress of Bums is seen both in the 
topics of his verse and the form of his expression. 
But whatever the ultimate effect of these poets 
upon his style, certain it is that his juvenile poems 
were doihed in the conventional habit of the eigh- 
teenth century. ^^ The first verses from which he 
remembered to have received great pleasure were 
Miss Carter's ^ Poem on Spring,' a poem in the six- 
line stanza which he was particularly fond of and 
had composed much in, — for example, ^ Buth.' " 
This is noteworthy, for Wordsworth's lyric range, 
especially so far as tune is concerned, was always 
narrow. His sense of melody was painfully dull, 
and some of his lighter effusions, as he would have 
called them, are almost ludicrously wanting in grace 
of movement. We cannot expect in a modem poet 
the thrush-Hke improvisation, the bewitcfaingly im- 
pulsive cadences, that charm us in our Elizabethan 
drama and whose last warble died with Herrick ; 
but Shelley, Tennyson, and Browning have shown 
that the simple pathos of their music was not irre- 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



870 WORDSWORTH 

oorenUe, ewm if tiie ardeas poignanej of diear 
plinue be gone beyond leealL We &el tiiis ki^ 
in Wordswoitli all tiie mofe keenly if we oompeie 
fochTeneeas 

" liln SB amy dilMtod 
TW OMyw hstik vetnatod 
Aad BOW dodi fan iU 
Ob dM top of dM iMTO hill,'* 

with Goetfae*8 exquisite Ueber aUm Gipfdn ist 
Suhj in which tiie lines (as if shaken down by a 
momentaiy bieeae of emotion} drop lingering^ 
one after another like MoescMPS npon toif. 

The "^ Evening Walk" and "" DesoriptiTe 
Sketches" show pkinly the prerailing influence 
of Gioldsmith, both in the torn of thought and the 
mpichanisin of die Terse. They lack altogether the 
temperance of tone and judgment in selection which 
have made the ^^TraveDer" and the ^Deserted 
Village," perhaps, the most truly classical poems in 
the language. They bear here and there, however, 
the unmistakable stamp of the maturer Words- 
worth, not only in a certain Uunt realism, but in the 
intensity and truth of picturesque epithet Of 
Uiis realism, from which Wordsworth never wholfy 
freed liimwAlf, the following verses may suffice as a 
specimen. After describing the &te of a dbamois- 
hunter killed by &lling from a crag, his fancy goes 
back to the bereaved wife and son : — 

*' H^ly that child in fearful doaht may ga», 
Paaging his father's bonea in future days. 
Start at the reliquee of that very thigh 
On which lo oft he prattled when a boy." 
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In these poems there is plenty of that ^^ poetic dic- 
tion '' against which Wordsworth was to lead the 
revolt nine years later. 

'* To wet the peak's impraotioable ndet 
He opens of hk feet the sangume tides, 
Weak and more weak the issaing omrent eyes 
Lapped by the panting tongne of thirsty skies." 

Both of these passages have disappeared from the 
revised edition, as well as some curious outbursts 
of that motiveless despair which Byron made fash- 
ionable not long after. Nor are there wanting 
touches of fleshliness which strike us oddly as com- 
ing from Wordsworth.^ 

" FaieweUI those forms that in thy noontide shade 
Best near their little plots of oaten glade, 
Those steadfast eyes that beating breasts inspire 
To throw the ' snltry ray ' of young Desire ; 
Those lips whose tides of fragrance come and go 
Accordant to the cheek's miqniet glow ; 
Those shadowy breasts in lore's soft light arrayed, 
And rising by the moon of passion swayed." 

The political tone is also mildened in the revision, 
as where he changes ^^despot courts'* into ^^tyi^ 
anny." One of the alterations is interesting. In 
the ^^ Evening Walk " he had originally written 

'* And bids her soldier come her wan to share 
Asleep on Minden's chamel hill afar." 

An erratum at the end directs us to correct the 
second verse, thus : — 

^ Wordsworth's pnrity afterwards grew sensitiTe almost to pm- 
dery. The late Mr. Glongh told me that he heard him at Dr. 
Arnold's table denonnce the first line in Eeats's Od€ to a Qrtdan 
Urn as indecent, and Haydon records that when he saw the groap 
of Oupid and Ptayche he exclaimed, '* The dev-ils ! " 
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W Mill vm 111 auuMVoov itoudgs ^ut poetB sor i 
ing the owl m bodeful bird. He Ittd himself 
wo in the " ETening Walk," and e uu e tto bis qpi- 
diets to suit his later jodgment, patdng " gtadsoBe ** 
for ^ boding,** and replacing 

Tiwfafid, the cbaracter of the two poems is somnA 
dianged in the rerision as to make the dates ap- 
pended to them a misleading anachronism. Bat 
there is one tmlj W ords w o r thi an passage which 
alreadj gi^es ns a glimpse of tint passion with 
which he was the first to irradiate des cripti ve po- 
etxj, and which sets him on a lerel with Tomer. 



"Tkitorm; Md Ud m Bist froM kov to kov 
Andsjtlke floo<k a de cp e «ns ■i i i mii por; 
T\yt ikjiiTriled and arery i hiiii fill ■gbt ; 
Dmric « tfa0 regioa M with eQMms aigki ; 

TriCTiphwrt oa ^a bowm rf ^a itom, 
(Haaeet tbe fiie^lad eagU't vliediiis ^o™> » 
Eaitwardf n loii|^ pVQsp6CtnrB fpnttH/OM^ ihiBa 
The wood-erowaed diffi that o'er the lake redne; 
Thoee WMtera elilb a hoadred itieaBM oaf old. 
At oaee to pOlan toned that flame widi gold ; 
Behind hk eail the peaeaat triee toihoa 
The Weet that hom like oae dilated soa, 
Where ia a mighty eraeihle ei^iro 
The moantaiBe, glowing hot like eoab of fire.** 

1 Tke whole pamage is omitted ia ^e verieed editioa. Ike 
original, a qnarto pamphlet, ie now Terj rare, hot fortoaatelj 
Charles Lamb's oopy of it is aow owaed hj my fiiead Ptofmsot 
C.E. Norton. 
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Wordsworth has made only one change in these 
Terses, and that for the worse, by sabstitut- 
ing ^^ glorious'' (which was already implied in 
"glances" and "firedad") for "wheeling." In 
later life he would have found it hard to forgive 
the man who should have made cliffs recline over 
a lake* On the whole, what strikes us as most 
prophetic in these poems is theirwantof continuity, 
and the purple patches of true poetry on a texture 
of unmistakable prose ; perhaps we might add the 
incongruous clothing of prose thoughts in the cere- 
monial robes of poesy. 

During the same year (1798) he wrote, but did 
not publish, a political tract, in which he avowed 
himself opposed to monarchy and to the hereditary 
principle, and desirous of a republic, if it could be 
had without a revolution. He probably continued 
to be all his life in favor of that ideal republic 
"which never was on land or sea," but fortunately 
he gave up politics that he might devote himself to 
his own nobler calling, to which politics are subor- 
dinate, and for which he found freedom enough in 
England as it was.^ Dr. Wordsworth admits that 

^ Wordsworth ihowed hk habitual good aenee in nerer ■haring, 
■0 fw as 18 known, the commnnistio dreams of his friends Cole- 
lidgeandSoaihey. The latter of the two had, to be snre, renounced 
Ihem shortly after his marriage, and before his aoqnaintaaoa 
with Wordsworth begin. Bat Coleridge seems to haye olnng to 
them longer. Hiere is a passage in one of his letters to Cottle 
( w i t h o ut date, but apparently written in the spring of 1796) whieh 
woold imply that Wordsworth had been accnsed of some kind of 
•oeial heresy. " Wordsworth has been caballed against so long 
amd $0 Umdljf that he has f onnd it impossible to prerail <m the 
tenant of the Allf oxden estate to let him the house after their first 
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his nnde's opimoiis were demooratioal so late aa 
1802. I Bospect that they remained so in an eeo- 
teric way to the end of his days. He had himself 
suffered by the arbitrary selfishness of a great land- 
holder; and he was bom and bred in a part of Eng- 
land where there is a greater sodal equality than 
elsewhere. The look and manner of tiie Cumber- 
land people especially are such as recall very yir- 
idly to a New Englander the associations of fifty 
years ago, ere the change from New England to 
New Ireland had begun. But meanwhile, Want, 
which makes no distinctions of Monarchist or Be- 
publican, was pressing upon him. The debt due to 
his father's estate had not been paid, and Words- 
worth was one of those rare idealists who esteem it 
the first duty of a friend of humanity to live for, 
and not on, his neighbor. He at first proposed es- 
tablishing a periodical journal to be called ''The 
Philanthropist,'' but lu(^y went no further with 
it, for the receipts from an organ of opinion which 
professed republicanism, and at the same time dis- 
countenanced the plans of all existing or defunct 
republicans, would have been necesoEurily scanty* 
There being no appearance of any demand, present 
or prospective, for philanthropists, he tried to get 

■gieaneot k ezpiied.'* Peiliapf, after all, it wasWocdawwtli'a 
inanlfttion of oharaeter and habitual want of sympatliy witii any- 
tlm^ bat the moodfl of his own mind that lendeied him inciq^able 
of this oopartnerj of enthusiasm. He appean to ha^e segaided 
eren his nster Dorothy (whom he oertainly loTed as mndi as it 
was possible for him to lore anything bat his own poems) as a 
kind of tribotaxy dependency of his genius, mneh as a mountain 
might look down on one of its anoiUary qnus. 
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6mpl<^ment as correspondent of a newspaper. 
Here also it was impossible that he should succeed; 
he was too great to be merged in the editorial We, 
and had too weU defined a private opinion on all 
subjects to be able to express that average of pnUic 
opinion which constitutes able editorials. But so it 
is that to the prophet in the wilderness the birds 
of ill omen are already on the wing with food from 
heaven; and while Wordsworth's relatives were 
getting impatient at what they considered his waste 
of time, while one thought he had gifts enough to 
make a good parson, and another lamented the rare 
attorney that was lost in him,^ the prescient muse 
guided the hand of Baisley Calvert while he wrote 

^ Speakiiqr to one of his ndfi^bon m 1845 he said, ''that, after 
he had fiokhed hia oollege oonne, he was in great doubt aa to 
friiat his fatue employment should be. He did not feel himself 
good enough for the Chnroh; he felt that his mind waa not prop- 
erly diaeii^ined for that holy offioe, and that the struggle between 
his oonscienoe and his impulses would have made life a torture. 
He also shrank from the Law, although Southey often told him 
that he was well fitted for the higher parts of the prof essiim. He 
had studied military history with great interest, and the steategy 
of war ; and he always fancied that he had talents for eommand; 
and he at one time thought of a military life, but then he waa 
without oonneotions, and he felt, if he were ordered to the West 
Indies, his talents would not save him from the yellow-f erer, and 
he gaye that up." (Memoin, tL 466.) It is eurious to faney 
Wordsworth a soldier. Certain points of likeness between him 
and Wellington haye often struck me. They resemble each 
other in practical good sense, fidelity to duty, courage, and also in 
a kind of precise uprightness which made their personal character 
somewhat uninteresting. But what waa decorum in Wellington 
waa piety in W or dsw o r t h, and the entire absence of imagination 
(the great p<nnt of dissimilarity) perhaps helped aa mudi aa 
anything to make Welliugton a great commander. 
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the poefs name in his will for a l^acy of iC900. 
By the death of Calvert, in 1795, this timely help 
came to Wordsworth at the turning-point of his 
life, and made it honest for him to write poems 
that will never die, instead of theatrical critiques 
as ephemeral as play-bills, or leaders that led only 
to oblivion. 

In the autnmn of 1796 Wordsworth and his sis- 
ter took up their abode at Bacedown Lodge, near 
Crewkeme, in Dorsetshire. Here nearly two years 
were passed, chiefly in the stody of poetry, and 
Wordsworth to some extent recovered from the 
fierce disappointment of his political dreams, and 
regained that equable tenor of mind which alone 
is consistent with a healthy prodnoti veness. Here 
Coleridge, who had contrived to see something 
more in the ^^ Descriptive Sketches '' than the pub- 
lic had discovered there, first made his acquaint- 
ance. The sympathy and appreciation of an in- 
tellect like Coleridge's supplied him with that 
external motive to activity which is the chief use 
of popularity, and justified to him his opinion of 
his own powers. It was now that the tragedy of 
^^ The Borderers '' was for the most part written, 
and that plan of the ^^ Lyrical Ballads " suggested 
which gave Wordsworth a due to lead him out of 
the metaphysical labyrinth in which he was entan- 
gled. It was agreed between the two young friends, 
that Wordsworth was to be a fdiilosophic poet, 
and, by a good fortune uncommon to such con- 
spiracies. Nature had already consented to the ar- 
rangement. In July, 1797, the two Wordsworths 
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remoTed to Allfoxden in Somersetshiie, that iliej 
miglit be near Coleridge, who in the mean while 
had married and settled himwelf at Nether-Stowey. 
In November ^^ The Borderers " was finished, and 
Wordsworth went up to London with his sister to 
offer it for the stage. The good Gtenius of the 
poet again interposing, the play was decisiTely re- 
jected, and Wordsworth went back to Allfoxden, 
himself the hero of that first tragi-oomedy so com- 
mon to young authors. 

The play has fine passages, but is as unreal 
as ^^ Jane Eyre.'' It shares with many of Words- 
worth's narrative poems the defect of being written 
to illustrate an abstract moral theory, so that the 
overbearing thesis is continually thrusting the poe- 
try to the walL Applied to the drama, such pre- 
destination makes all the personages puppets and 
disenables them for being characters. Wordsworth 
seems to have felt this when he published ^^ The 
Borderers " in 1842, and says in a note that it was 
^ at first written . . . without any view to its ex- 
hibition upon the stage." But he was mistaken. 
The contemporaneous letters of Coleridge to Cottle 
show that he was long in giving up the hope of 
getting it accepted by some theatrical manager. 

He now applied himself to the preparation of 
the first volume of the ^^ Lyrical Ballads " for the 
press, and it was published toward the dose of 
1798. The book, which contained also '' The An- 
cient Mariner " of Coleridge, attracted little notice, 
and that in great part contemptuous. When Mr. 
Cottie, the publisher, shortiy after sold his copy- 
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rights to Mr. Longman, that of the *^ Lyrical Bal- 
lads " was reckoned at zero^ and it was at last 
given np to the authors. A few persons were not 
wanting, however, who discovered the dawn-streaks 
of a new day in that light which the critical fire- 
brigade thought to extinguish with a few contemp- 
tuous spurts of cold water.^ 

Lord Byron describes himself as waking one 
morning and finding himself &mous, and it is quite 
an ordinary &ct that a blaze may be made witii a 
little saltpetre that will be stared at by thousands 
who would have thought the sunrise tedious. If we 
may believe his biographer, Wordsworth might have 
said that he awoke and found himself in-fomous, 
for the publication of the ^^ Lyrical Ballads '' un- 
doubtedly raised him to the distinction of being 
the least popular poet in England. Parnassus has 
two peaks ; the one where improvising poets dus- 
ter ; the other where the singer of deep secrets sits 
alone, — a peak veiled sometunes from the whole 
morning of a generation by earth-born mists and 

1 CkytiOeMyiy^ThesalewMiodowaiidllieMTeriftyofiiioitol 
Ihe reyiews wo great that its progren to obliTioii ■eomed to be 
oertain." But the notioes in the MwMy and Critical vavieirB 
(then the meet Inflnential) were fair, and indeed faromble, e^e- 
oially to Wordnrarth's share in the Tolnme. The MnMy aaya, 
" So mnoh genius and originality are diaeoyered in thia pnblicatioB 
that we wish to see another from the same hand." The Critical, 
•iter saying that ''in tiie whole range of Bi^ilish poetry we 
aoaroely reoolleet anything soperior to a p a s sag e in Linm writim 
near Tintem Ahbeff,^* snms np thns : " Yet every pieoe disooveis 
genius ; and ill as the author has frequently employed his talent^ 
tiiey certainly rank him with the best of Hying poets.** Sodi 
treatment surely cannot be ealled disoouzaging. 
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smoke of kitohen fires, only to glow the more eon- 
sdonsly at sunset, and after nightfall to crown it- 
self with imperishable stars. Wordsworth had 
that self-tmst which in the man of genius is sub- 
lime, and in the man of talent insufferable. It 
mattered not to him though all the reviewers had 
been in a chorus of laughter or a conspiracy of 
dience behind him. He went quietly over to Grer- 
many to write more Lyrical "Rallads, and to begin 
a poem on the growth of his own mind, at a time 
when there were only two men in the world (him- 
self and Coleridge) who were aware that he had 
one in anjrwise differing from those, mechanically 
uniform, which are stuck drearily, side by side, in 
the great pin-paper of society. 

In Germany Wordsworth dined in company with 
Klopstock, and after dinner they had a conver- 
sation, of which Wordsworth took notes. The re- 
spectable old poet, who was passing the evening 
of his days by the chimney-comer. Darby and Joan 
like, with his respectable Muse, seems to have been 
rather bewildered by the apparition of a living 
genius. The record is of value now chiefly for the 
insight it gives us into Wordsworth's mind. Among 
other things he said, ^^ that it was the province of 
a great poet to raise people up to his own level, 
not to descend to theirs," — memorable words, the 
more memorable that a literary life of sixty years 
was in keeping with them. 

It would be instructive to know what were 
Wordsworth's studies during his winter in GK>slar. 
De Quincey's statement is mere conjecture. It 
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may be gaessed hixij enongli that he would seek 
an entrance to the German language by the easy 
path of the ballad, a course likely to confirm him 
in his theories as to the language of poetry. The 
SpinoEism with which he has been not unjustly 
charged was certainly not due to any German in- 
fluence, for it appears unmistakably in the ^ Lanes 
composed at Tintem Abbey " in July, 1798. It 
is more likely to have been derived from his talks 
with Coleridge in 1797.^ When Emerson visited 
him in 1888, he spoke with loathing of ^^ Wilhehn 
Meister," a part of which he had read in Carlyle's 
translation apparently. There was some afitecta- 
tion in this, it should seem, for he had read Smol- 
lett On the whole, it may be &irly concluded tiiat 
the help of Grermany in the development of his 
genius may be reckoned as very small, though 
there is certainly a marked resemblance both in 
form and sentiment between some of his earlier 
lyrics and those of Goethe. His poem of the 
^^ Thorn," though vastly more imaginative, may 
have been suggested by Biirger's Pfarrer'a Tochter 
von Tmibenhain. The little grave d/rei Spannen 
lang, in its conscientious measurement, certainly 
recalls a famous couplet in the English poem. 

After spending the winter at Groslar, Words- 
worth and his sister returned to England in the 

^ A Tery improbable etory of Coleridge's in the BiogrcqAia 
LUeraria xepzeeentethe two friends as baring inemxed a sonpieioa 
of treasonable dealings with the French enemy by their eo nstant 
referenoes to a certain "Spy Nosey." The story at least soBms 
to show how they pronoonoed the name, which was exactly in ae- 
eordanoe with the nsage of the last generation in New England, 
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spring of 1799, and settled at Grasmere in West- 
moreland. In 1800, the first edition of the ''Lyri- 
cal Ballads '' being exhausted, it was republished 
with the addition of another volume, Mr. Long- 
man paying £100 for the copyright of two editions. 
The book passed to a second edition in 1802, and 
to a third in 1805.^ Wordsworth sent a copy of it, 
with a manly letter, to Mr. Fox, particularly rec- 
ommending to his attention the poems '' Michael '' 
and ^ The Brothers," as displaying the strength 
and permanence among a simple and rural popula- 
tion of those domestic affections which were cer^ 
tain to decay gradually under the influence of 
manufactories and poor-bouses. Mr. Fox wrote 
a ciyil acknowledgment, saying that his fovorites 
among the poems were ^ Harry Gill," '' We are 
Seven," "The Mad Mother," and "The Idiot," 
but that he was prepossessed against the use of 
Uank-verse for simple subjects. Any political sig- 
nificance in the poems be was apparently unable to 
see. To this second edition Wordsworth prefixed 
an argumentative Preface, in which be nailed to 
the door of the cathedral of English song the criti- 
cal theses whicb he was to maintain against all 
comers in his poetry and his life. It was a new 
thing for an author to undertake to show the good* 

^ Wotc b w o rt h found (at odier original minda haye nnoe done) 
a hearing in America aooner than in England. Jamea HnmphieyB, 
a Philadelphia hookseller, was eneooraged hy a anffioient list of 
nA§enbtr$ to leprint the first edition of the Lyrical BaUatU. 
The aeoond Engliah edition, howoTer, having heen pnhliihed he- 
fore he had wholly completed hit reprinting, waa anhatantiaUy 
followed in the first American, whioh waa pnhlished in 1802. 
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nemci UsTenes by the logie and leanmig of kb 
prose ; but Wor d sw orth earned to the reform o£ 
poetay all that ferfor and fidth wiudi had kit 
thdr p(ditical objeet, and it is another proof of the 
sinoeritjand greatness of Us mind^ and of that 
heroic snnplicity whidi is thdr eoneomitant, that 
he could do so calmly what was sue to seem Indi- 
oroos to the greater nmnber of his readers. Fifty 
years ha^e since demonstrated that the true jndg^ 
ment of one man outweighs any counterpoise of 
fidse judgment, and that ihefii^ of mankind is 
guided to a man only by a wdl-f onnded fidth in 
himself. To this Defenaio Wor d s wo rth afterward 
added a supplement, and the two form a treatise 
of permanent Talne for philosophic statraient and 
decorous Engliah. Their only ill effect has been, 
that they have encouraged many otiherwise deeerr- 
ing young men to set a Sibylline Tslne on their 
▼erses in proportion as they were unsalaUe. The 
strength of an argument for self-reliance drawn 
from the example of a great man depends wholly 
on the greatness of him who uses it; such argo* 
ments being like coats of mail, which, though they 
serve the strong against arrow-flights and lance- 
thrusts, may only suffocate the weak or sink him 
the sooner in the waters of obliTion. 

An adyertisement prefixed to the *^ Lyrical Bal- 
lads," as originally published in one volume, warned 
the reader that ^^ they were written chiefly with a 
view to ascertain how far the language of cono^r- 
sation in the middle and lower dassee of society 
is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure." 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



WORDSWORTH 888 

In his preface to the second edition, in two vol- 
umes, Wordsworth already found himself forced to 
shift his ground a little (perhaps in deference to 
the wider view and finer sense of Coleridge), and 
now says of the former volume that ^ it was pub- 
lished as an experiment which, I hoped, might be 
of some use to ascertain how far, by fitting to met- 
rical arrangement, a selection of the real language 
of men in a state of vvoid sensaHon^ that sort of 
pleasure and that quantity of pleasure may be im- 
parted which a poet may rationally endeavor to 
impart" ^ Here is evidence of a retreat towards a 
safer position, though Wordsworth seems to have 
remained unconvinced at heart, and for many years 
longer clung obstinately to the passages of bald 
prose into which his original theory had betrayed 
him. In 1815 his opinions had undergone a still 
further change, and an assiduous study of the qual- 
ities of his own mind and of his own poetic method 
(the two subjects in which alone he was ever a 
thorough scholar) had convinced him that poetry 
was in no sense that appeal to the understanding 
which is implied by the words ^* rationally endeavor 
to impart" In the pre&ce of that year he says, 
^^ The observations prefixed to that portion of these 
volumes which was published many years ago under 
the title of * Lyricfd Ballads ' have so little of spe- 
cial application to the greater part of the present 
enlarged and diversified collection, that they could 

^ Some of the weiglitiest passages in this Prefaoe, as it is now 
printed, were inserted without notice of date in the edition of 
1815. 
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not wtth propriety stand as an introdoetioii to if 
It is a pity that he could not ha^e become an ear* 
lier convert to Coleridge's pithy definition, that 
uprose was words in their best order, and poetry 
the best words in the best order.'* Bnt idealiwition 
was something that Wordsworth was obliged to 
leain paanfolly. It did not come to him naturally, 
as to Spenser and Shelley, and to Coleridge in his 
higher moods. Moreover, it was in the too £re> 
quent choice of subjects incapable of being ideal- 
ized without a manifest jar between theme and 
treatment that Wordsworth's great mistake lay. 
For example, in '' The Kind Highland Boy" he 
had originally the following stanzas : — 

a^xQfo^ is the oofreni, but b6 ndldf 
Ye wttfee, aadgpie the helploM eMd ! 
If ye in anger fret or chafe, 
A bee-hiye wonld be ship as safe 
As that in which he sails. 

"But say, what was it? Thonc^tof fear! 
Well may ye tremble when ye hear I 
— A honse h old tab like cme of those 
Which women nse to wadi their elothes, 
This earned the blind boy." 

In endeaToring to get rid of the downright toI- 
garity of phrase in the last stanza, Wordsworth in- 
Tents an impossible tortoise-shell, and thus robs his 
story of the reality which alone gave it a living in- 
terest. Any extemporized raft would have floated 
the boy down to immortality. But Wordsworth 
never quite learned the distinction between Fact, 
which suffocates the Muse, and Truth, which is the 
very breath of her nostrils. Study and self-culture 
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did much for him, but they never quite satisfied 
him that he was capable of making a mistake. He 
yielded silently to friendly remonstrance on cer- 
tain points, and gave np, for example, the ludi- 
orons exactness of 

^ I *Te measured it £ram tide to nde, 
Tib iJiree feet long and two feet wide." 

But I doubt if he was ever really convinced, and to 
his dying day he could never quite shake off that 
habit of over-minute detail which renders the nar- 
ratives of uncultivated people so tedious, and some- 
times so distasteful.^ ^^ Simon Lee," after his 
latest revision, still contains verses like these : — 

''And he is lean and he is riok ; 
His body, dwindled and awry, 
Bests upon ankles swollen and thiek ; 
His legs aze thin and dry ; 



Few months of life he has in store, 
As he to yon will tell, 
For stOl, the more he works, the more 
Do his weak ankles swell," — 

which are not only prose, but had prose, and more- 
over guilty of the same fault for which Words- 
worth condemned Dr. Johnson's fomous parody on 
the ballad-siyle, — that their ^^ matter is contemp- 
tible." The sonorousness of conviction with which 

^ " On my aUnding to the line, 

' Three feet long and two feet wide,' 
and confessing that I dared not read tiiem alond in company, he 
said, 'They onght to be liked.' " (Grabb Bobinson, Odi May, 
1815.) His ordinary answer to ocitioisms was that he considered 
Hie power to appreciate the p a s sag e criticised as a test of the crxt- 
io's capacity to judge of poetry at alL 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



886 WORDSWORTH 

WoTcbworih aometiines gives utterance to oommon- 
places of thought and trivialities of sentiment has 
a ludicrous effect on the profane and even en the 
^uthful in unguarded moments. We are reminded 
of a passage in ^^ The Excursion " : — 

'^liftl Iheatd 
From yoo huge hnmX ci rook a soUwm lUat^ 
Sent forik a$ if it were the wwimtain's voice," 

In 1800 the friendship of Wordsworth with 
Lamb b^;an, and was thenceforward never inter- 
rupted. He continued to live at Ghrasmere, con- 
scientiously diligent in the composition of poems, 
secure of finding the materials of glory within and 
around him ; for his genius taught him that inspi* 
ration is no product of a foreign shore, and that 
no adventurer ever found it, though he wandered 
as long as Ulysses. Meanwhile tihe appreciatioii 
of the best minds and the gratitude of the purest 
hearts gradually centred more and more towards 
him. In 1802 he made a short visit to France, in 
company with Miss Wordsworth, and soon after 
his return to England was married to Mary Hutch- 
inson, on the 4th of October of the same year. Of 
the good fortune of this marriage no other proof is 
needed than the purity and serenity of his poems, 
and its record is to be sought nowhere eke. 

On the 18th of June, 1808, his first child, John, 
was bom, and on the 14th of August of the same 
year he set out with his sister on a foot journey 
into Scotland. Coleridge was their companion 
during a part of this excursion, of which Miss 
Wordsworth kept a full diary. In Scotland he 
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made the aoqnaintanoe of Scott, who recited to him 
a part of the ^^Lay of the Last Minstrel," then in 
manuscript The travellers retomed to Grasmere 
on the 25th of September. It was during this 
year that Wordsworth's intimacy with the excel- 
lent Sir Greorge Beaumont began. Sir George 
was an amateur painter of considerable merit, and 
his friendship was undoubtedly of serrice to Words- 
worth in making him familiar with the laws of a 
sister art and thus contributing to enlarge the sym^ 
pathies of his criticism, the tendency of which was 
toward too great ezclusiyeness. Sir George Beau- 
mont, dying in 1827, did not for^o his regard for 
the poet, but contrived to hold his affection in 
mortmain by the legacy of an annuity of £100, to 
defray the charges of a yearly journey. 

In March, 1805, the poet's brother, John, lost 
his life by the shipwreck of the Abergavenny East- 
Indiaman, of which he was captain. He was a 
man of great purity and integrity, and sacrificed 
himself to his sense of duty by refusing to leave 
the ship till it was impossible to save him. Words- 
worth was deeply attached to him, and felt such 
grief at his death as only solitary natures like his 
are capable of, though mitigated by a sense of the 
heroism which was the cause of it The need of 
mental activity as affording an outlet to intense 
emotion may account for the great productiveness of 
this and the following year. He now completed 
"The Prelude," wrote "The Wagoner,'' and in- 
creased the number of his smaller poems enough to 
fill two volumes, which were published in 1807. 
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This ooUectioii, which eontamed some of Uie 
most beautiful of his shorter pieces, mnd among 
others the incomparable Odes to Daty and on Im- 
mortality, did not reach a second edition till 1816. 
The reviewers had another laogh, and rival poets 
pillaged while they scoffed, particularly Byron, 
among whose verses a bit of Wordsworth showed 
as incongruously as a sacred vestment on the back 
of some buccaneering plunderer of an abbey.^ 
There was a general combination to put him down, 
but on the other hand there was a powerful party 
in his &vor, consisting of William Wordsworth. 
He not only continued in good heart himself, but, 
reversing Ihe order usual on such occasions, kepi 
up the spirits of his friends.^ Meanwhile the 



1 Byron, Hieii in his twentietii jMr, wrote • reritw o£ i 
Tolnmes, not, on the whole, nn&ur. C^ibb Bolnneon k reported 
M saying ihat Wordsworth was indignant at tiie EdMmyk Be- 
view^s attack on Hawrs of IdUnMM, *^ The yoimg man will da 
•omething if he goes on," he said. 

* The Ber. Dr. Wordsworth has eneombered the memory o£ 
his imde with two Tolnmee of Kemoin^ whieh for oonfosed drea- 
riness are only matnhed hy the Ber. Ifaik Noble's Hittary ^ 
the ProtectoraU House of Cromweil, It is a miafortone that his 
materials were not put into the hands of Professor Beed, whose 
notes to the American edition are among the most yalnahle parts 
of it, as they certainly are the dearest The book contains, how- 
erer, some yalnable letters of Wordsworth ; and those relating 
to this part of his life shonld be read by CTery student of his 
works, for the light they throw npon the principles iHiich gor- 
emed him in the composition of his poems. In a letter to Lady 
Beanmont (May 21, 1807) he says, *' Trouble not yourself open 
their present reception ; of what moment is that compared with 
what I tmst is their destiny I — to console the afflicted, to add 
SDnshine to daylight by making the happy happier; to teach the 
yoong and the graoioas of CTery age, to see, to tiiink and feel, 
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higher order of minds among his contemporaries 
had descried and acknowledged him* They see 
their peer oyer the mist and lower summits be- 
tween. 

" When Plinlimmon hatih * cap, 
Snowdon wots well of iluit'' 

Wordsworth passed the winter of 1806-7 in a 
house of Sir George Beaumont's, at Coleorton in 
Leicestershire, the cottage at Grasmere having be- 
come too small for his increased family. On his 
return to the Yale of Grasmere he rented the house 
at Allan Bank, where he lived three years. Dur- 
ing this period he appears to have written very 
little poetry, for which his biographer assigns as a 
primary reason the smokiness of the Allan Bank 
chinmeys. This will hardly account for the failure 
of the summer crop, especially as Wordsworth com- 
posed chiefly in the open air. It did not prevent 
him from writing a pamphlet upon the Convention 
of Cintra, which was published too late to attract 

and iheiefofe to become more aotiYely and aeonrely vSrluou g; 
Uiisis their office, which I trust they w31 faithfully perform loo^ 
after we (that is, all that is mortal of ns) axe mouldered in onr 
gTATes. ... To oondadei my can are stone-dead to this idle 
buzz [of hostile criticism], and my flesh as insensible as iron to 
these petty stings; and, after what I haye said, I am sore yours 
wiU be the same. I doabt not that yon will share with me an in> 
vindble confidence that my writings (and among them these little 
poems) win cooperate with the benign tendencies in hnman nature 
and society wheroTer f oond ; and that they will in their degree be 
efficacioDs in making men wiser, better, and happier." Here is 
an odd reversal of the ordinary relation between an nnpcpolar 
poet and his little pnbUc of admirers ; it is he idio keeps np their 
spirits, and supplies them with faith from his own inexhansdhle 
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ihtm^ Lamb nys tluit its cffeet 
vpon him was like tbat wtath, one of Miltai's 
trwdB vn^A hMiwe bad upon a eontempomy.^ It 
was at Aflan Bank tbat Coleridge dictated ""The 
f nendy and Words wofib eontnbated to it two 
essays, one in answer to a letter of Matbetos^ 
(Profe8S<v Wilson), and tbe otber on Epitaqdis, 
repnhUsbed in tbe Notes to ''The EzenrsiCA." 
Here also he wrote his ^Descriptkm of tbe Seen- 
ery of tbe Lakes.** Perhaps a tmer eiplanation 
of ihe comparatiTe silence of Wotdswortb's Mnse 
during these years is to be f oond in tbe intense in- 
terest idiich he took in cnrrent erenta, whose Ta- 
riety, pictaresqoeness, and historical significance 
were enoogh to absorb all tbe energies of his imag- 
ination. 

In tbe spring of 1811 Wordsworth remored to 
the Parsonage at Grrasmere. Here he remained 
two years, and here he had his second intimate ex- 
perience of sorrow in the loss of two of his children, 
Catharine and Thomas, one of whom died 4th Jnne, 
and the otber Ist December, 1812.' Early in 1813 

1 " Worfgwq rti t*! pinplilat will fail of prodneiii^ tmj gmeal 
«ffeet, bee >i 8 Hie nBtoBBoi aze lamg and inrolTad; aad Ins 
friend De Qoiiieey, wbo eone et ed tiie pai, bas reiideiod tikem 
move oMeme by as namiiil syston ok pniMttiiatioii (Sovthey 
to Scott, 30tli July, 1800.) Hie tnet k, at Southey bints, keary. 

* The fiat eway ia tiie tfmd Tohnne of the aeeond editjofti 

* Wordsworth'a doldiea weie, — 
John, bon IStb Jvbb, 1803, a elergymaiL 

Dorotliy, bora 10th Angot, 1804; died 9th Joly, 1847. 
Thomae, bora 16th Jnne, 1806; died 1st Deeember, 1812. 
Catharine, bora 6th September, 1806 ; died 4A Joie, 1812. 
l>nUiam, bora 12th May, 1810; sneeeeded his father as Stamp- 
IMstribittor. 
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he bought Bydal Mount, and, haying remoTed 
thither, changed his abode no more during the rest 
of his life. In March of this year he was appointed 
Distributor of Stamps for the county of Westmore- 
land, an office whose receipts rendered him inde- 
pendent, and whose business he was able to do 
by dexmty, thus leaving him ample leisure for no- 
bler duties. De Quincey speaks of this ajypoint- 
ment as an instance of tihe remarkable good luck 
which waited upon Wordsworth through his whole 
life. In our view it is only another illustration of 
that scripture which describes the righteous as 
neyer forsaken. GK>od luck is the willing hand- 
maid of upright, energetic character, and conscien- 
tious observance of duty. Wordsworth owed his 
nomination to the friendly exertions of the Ekffl of 
Lonsdale, who desired to atone as far as might 
be for the injustice of the first Earl, and who re- 
spected the honesty of the man more than he ap- 
preciated the originality of the poet.^ The Colleo- 
torship at Whitehaven (a more lucrative office) 
was afterwards offered to Wordsworth, and de- 
clined. He had enough for independence, and 
wished nothing more. Still later, on the death of 
the Stamp-Distributor for Cumberland, a part of 
that district was annexed to Westmoreland, and 

^ Good Inok (in the wnie of Chanee) Menis propeily to be the 
ooonRenee of Opportunity to one who has neither deserred nor 
knows how to nee it In sooh hands it oommonlytams to ill luek. 
Moote'e Bermndan appointment ia an instanee of it Wordaworth 
had a sound eommoneense and praotioal oonsoientioosness, whioh 
enabled him to fill his offloe as well as Dr. Franklin coold hare 
done. A fitter man coold not haTO been found in Westmoreland. 
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Wordsworth's inooine was raised to something more 
than X1,000 a year. 

In 1814 he made his second tour in Scotland, 
visiting Yarrow in company with the Ettricfc 
Shepherd. Daring this year ^^The Excorsiim" 
was published, in an edition of five hundred copies, 
which supplied the demand for six years. Another 
edition of the same number of copies was pubUshed 
in 1827, and not exhausted till 1884. In 1815 
^ The White Doe of Bylstone " appeared, and in 
1816 '' A Letter to a SViend of Bums," in which 
Wordsworth gives his opinion upon the limits to 
be observed by the biographers of literary men. 
It contains many valuable suggestions, but allows 
hardly scope enough for personal details, to which 
he was constitutionally indifferent.^ Nearly the 
same date may be ascribed to a rhymed translation 
of the first three books of the JSneid, a specimen of 
which was printed in the Cambridge *^ Fhilologieal 
Museum " (1882). In 1819 '' Peter Bell," written 
twenty years before, was published, and, periiaps 
in consequence of the ridicule of the reviewers, 
found a more rapid sale than any of his previous 
volumes. ^^The Wagoner," printed in the same 
year, was less successfuL His next publicati<m was 
the volume of Sonnets on the river Duddon, with 
some miscellaneous poems, 1820. A tour on the 
Continent in 1820 furnished the subjects for an- 
other collection, published in 1822. This was fol- 
lowed in the same year by the volume of ^ Ecde- 

1 ** I am not one who mnoh or olt delight 
In penonal talk.** 
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aiastioal Sketches." His subsequent publications 
were ^^ Yarrow Bevisited," 1886, and the tragedy 
of '♦The Borderers," 1842. 

During all these years his &me was increasing 
slowly but steadily, and his age gathered to itself 
the reverence and the troops of friends which his 
poems and the nobly simple life reflected in them 
deserved. Public honors followed private appreci- 
ation. In 1888 the University of Dublin conferred 
upon him the d^ree of D. C. L. In 1889 Oxford 
did the same, and the reception of the poet (now in 
his seventieth year) at the University was enthu- 
siastic In 1842 he resigned his office of Stamp- 
Distributor, and Sir Bobert Peel had the honor of 
putting him upon the civil list for a pension of 
£300. In 1848 he was appointed Laureate, with 
the express understanding that it was a tribute of 
respect, involving no duties except such as might 
be self-imposed. His only official production was 
an Ode for the installation of Prince Albert as 
Chancellor of the University of Cambridge. His 
life was prolonged yet seven years, almost, it should 
seem, that he might receive that honor which he 
had truly conquered for himself by the unflinching 
bravery of a literary life of half a century, unpar- 
alleled for the scorn with which its labors were re- 
ceived, and the victorious acknowledgment which 
at last crowned them. Surviving nearly all his 
contemporaries, he had, if ever any man had, a 
foretaste of immortality, enjoying in a sort his own 
posthumous renown, for the hardy slowness of its 
growth gave a safe pledge of its durability. He 
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died on the 28d of April, 1850, the aniuYeraaiy of 
the death of Shakespeare. 

We have thus briefly sketched the life of Words- 
worth, — a life uneyentfiil eyen for a man of let- 
ters ; a life like that of an oak, of quiet self -derel- 
opment, throwing out stronger roots toward the 
side whence the prevailing storm-blasts blow, and 
of tougher fibre in proportion to the rocky nature 
of the soil in which it grows. The life and growth 
of his mind, and the influences which shaped it, are 
to be looked for, even more than is the case with 
most poets, in his works, for he deliberately re- 
corded them there. 

Of his personal characteristics little is related. 
He was somewhat aboTC the middle height, but, 
according to De Quincey , of indifferent figure, the 
shoulders being narrow and drooping. His finest 
feature was the eye, which was gray and full of 
spiritual light. Leigh Hunt says : ^^ I neyer beheld 
eyes that looked so inspired, so supematuraL They 
were like fires, half burning, half smouldering, 
with a sort of acrid fixture of r^ard. One might 
imagine Ezekiel or Isaiah to haye had such eyes." 
Southey teUs us that he had no sense of smell, and 
Haydon that he had none of form. The best like- 
ness of him, in De Quincey's judgment, is the por- 
trait of Milton prefixed to lUchardson's notes on 
Paradise Lost. He was active in his habits, com- 
posing in the open air, and generaUy dictating his 
poems. EBs daily life was regular, simple, and 
frugal; his manners were dignified and kindly; 
and in his letters and recorded conversations it is 
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remarkable how litde that was personal entered 
into his judgment of contemporaries. 

The true rank of Wordsworth among poets is, 
perhaps, not even yet to be fairly estimated, so 
hard is it to escape into the quiet hall of judgment 
uninflamed by the tumult of partisanship which 
besets the doors. 

Coming to manhood, predetermined to be a great 
poet, at a time when the artificial school of poetry 
was enthroned with all the authority of long suc- 
cession and undisputed legitimacy, it was almost 
inevitable that Wordsworth, who, both by nature 
and judgment was a rebel against the existing 
order, should become a partisan. Unfortunately, 
he became not only the partisan of a system, but of 
William Wordsworth as its representatiTe. Bight 
in general principle, he thus necessarily became 
wrong in particulars. Justly convinced that great- 
ness only achieves its ends by implicitly obeying 
its own instincts, he perhaps reduced the following 
his instincts too much to a system, mistook his own 
resentments for the promptings of his natural 
genius, and, compelling principle to the measure of 
his own temperament or even of the controversial 
exigency of the moment, fell sometimes into the 
error of making naturalness itself artificiaL If a 
poet resolve to be original, it will end commonly in 
his being merely peculiar. 

Wordsworth himself departed more and more in 
practice, as he grew older, from the theories which 
he had laid down in his pre&ces ; ^ but those theo- 

^ How far he fwimg baekwaid toward the aehodl under wbon 
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ries undoubtedly had a great effect in retarding the 
growth of his fame. Bb had carefully constructed 
a pair of spectacles through which his earlier poems 
were to be studied, and the public insisted <m look- 
ing through them at his mature works, and were 
consequently unable to see fairly what required a 
different focus. He forced his readers to come to 
his poetry with a certain amount of conscious pre- 
paration, and thus gave them beforehand the im- 
pression of something like mechanical artifice, and 
deprived them of the contented repose of implicit 
faith. To the child a watch seems to be a living 
creature ; but Wordsworth would not let his readers 
be children, and did injustice to himself by giving 
them an uneasy doubt whether creations which 

inflnenee he grew up, and toward the style againit idiioh ho had 
protested so Tigaroosly , a few eTsmples will show. The adTooats 
of the language of oomnuA life has a Terse in his Thanksgiving 
Ode which, if one met with it by itself, he would think the achiere- 
ment of some later copyist of Pope : — 

'* While the tubed engine [the oigan] feels the inspiring blast" 

And in The Italian Itinerant and the Swiss Goatherd we find a 
thermometer or barometer called 

'* The well-wroaght scale 
Whose sentient tnbe instmots to time 
A porpose to a fickle dime." 

Still wone in the Ed^ of the Sun, 1821 : — 
'* High on her speeolatiTe tower 
Stood Science, waiting for the hour 
When Sol was destined to endure 
That darkening." 
So in The Excmsion, 

^* The cold March wind raised in her tender throat 
T^wless obstmctions." 
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really throbbed with the very heart's-blood of ge- 
nius, and were alive with nature's life of life, were 
not contrivanoes of wheels and springs. A natural- 
ness which we are told to expect has lost the crown- 
ing grace of nature. The men who walked in Cor- 
nelius Agrippa's visionary gardens had probably 
no more pleasurable emotion than that of a shallow 
wonder, or an equally shallow self-satisfaction in 
thinking they had hit upon the secret of thethauma- 
turgy ; but to a tree that has grown as Ghxl willed 
we come without a theory and with no botanical 
predilections, enjoying it simply and thankfully; 
or the Imagination recreates for us its past sum- 
mers and winters, the birds that have nested and 
sung in it, the sheep that have clustered in its 
shade, the winds that have visited it, the cloud- 
bergs that have drifted over it, and the snows that 
have ermined it in winter. The Imagination is a 
faculty that flouts at foreordination, and Words- 
worth seemed to do all he could to cheat his read- 
ers of her company by laying out paths with a 
peremptory Do not step off the gravel! at the 
opening of each, and preparing pitfalls for every 
conceivable emotion, with guide-boards to tell each 
when and where it must be caught. 

But if these things stood in the way of immedi^ 
ate appreciation, he had another theory which inter- 
feres more seriously with the total and permanent 
effect of his poems. He was theoretically de- 
termined not only to be a philosophic poet, but to 
be a great philosophic poet, and to this end he 
must produce an epic. Leaving aside the question 
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whether lihe epio be obsolete or not, it may be 
doubted whether the history of a single man's mind 
is universal enough in its interest to furnish all the 
requirements of the epic maohinery, and it may be 
more than doubted whether a poet's philosophy be 
ordinary metaphysics, divisible into chapter and 
section. It is rather something which is more ener- 
getic in a word than in a whole treatise, and our 
hearts unclose themselves instmctively at its simple 
Open sesame ! while they would stand firm against 
the reading of the whole body of philosophy. In 
point of fact, the one element of greatness which 
^ The Excursion " possesses indisputably is heavi- 
ness. It is only the episodes that are universally 
read, and the effect of these is diluted by the con- 
necting and accompanying lectures on metaphy- 
sics. Wordsworth had his epic mould to fill, and, 
like Benvenuto Cellini in casting his Perseus, was 
forced to throw in everything, debasing the metal 
lest it should run short Separated from the rest, 
Ae episodes are perfect poems in their kind, and 
without example in the language. 

Wordsworth, like most solitary men of strong 
minds, was a good critic of the substance of poetry, 
but- somewhat niggardly in the allowance he made 
for those subsidiary qualities which make it the 
charmer of leisure and the employment of minds 
without definite object. It may be doubted, in- 
deed, whether he set much store by any contempo- 
rary writing but his own, and whether he did not 
look upon poetry too exclusively as an exercise 
rather of the intellect than as a nepenthe of the 
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imagination,^ He says of himself, speaking of his 
youth : — 

I was a better judge of thonghts than words, 

Misled in estimating words, not only 

By common inexperience of youth, 

But by the trade in classic niceties. 

The dangerous craft of colling term and phzase 

From langoages that want the liTingYoioe 

To carry meaning to the natural heart; 

To tell ns what is passion, what is truth, 

What reason, what simplicity and sense.** * 

Though he here speaks in the preterite tense, this 
was always true of him, and his thought seems 
often to lean upon a word too weak to bear its 
weight No reader of adequate insight can help 
regretting that he did not earlier give himself to 
*^ the trade of classic niceties." It was precisely 
this which gives to the blank-verse of Landor the 
severe dignity and reserved force which alone 
among later poets recall the tune of Milton, and 
to which Wordsworth never attained* Indeed, 
Wordsworth's blank-verse (though the passion be 
prof ounder) is always essentially that of Cowper. 
They were alike also in their love of outward na- 
ture and of simple things. The main difference 
between them is one of scenery rather than of sen- 
timent, between the life-long familiar of the moun- 
tains and the dweller on the plain. 

It cannot be denied that in Wordsworth the 
very highest powers of the poetic mind were asso- 

^ Aecording to Landor, he pranonnoed all Soott*s poetry to be 
" not worth fire shillings.'' 
aPre^nrfe, BookVL 
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oiated widi a certain tendenqr to the diffuse and 
commonplaoe. It is in ihe understanding (always 
prosaic) that the great golden reins of his imagi- 
nation are imbedded.^ He wrote too mneh to 
write always well; for it is not a great Xerxes- 
army of words, but a compact Greek ten thousand, 
that march safely down to posterity. He set tasks 
to his divine faculty, which is much the same as 
trying to make Jove's eagle do the service of a 
ducUng hen. Throughout ^The Prelude" and 
^^The Excursion" he seems striving to bind the 
wizard Imagination with the sand-ropes of dry dis- 
quisition, and to have forgotten the potent spell- 
word which would make the particles cohere. There 
is an arenaceous quality in the style which makes 
progress wearisome. Yet with what splendors as 
of mountain-sunsets are we rewarded I what golden 
rounds of verse do we not see stretching heaven- 
ward with angels ascending and descending! what 
haunting hannonies hover around us deep and 
eternal like the undying barytone of the sea! and 
if we are compelled to fare through sands and 
desert wildernesses, how often do we not hear airy 
shapes that syllable our names with a startling 

^ This WM imtinetiyely felt, eren by hii admizeii. 1G« Mar. 
tmeaa said to Grabb Robinaon in 1839, apeaking^ of Wordsworth's 
oonyenation: ''Somettmea be la amioyiiig from the pertinadty 
with irliioh he dwella <m triflea ; at other timea he flowa on in ^ 
ntmoat graadeur, leaTing a strong iinpreasion of inq^tioii'* 
Robinson tella na that he read BeMolution CLnd Indq)end€noe to a 
lady who was afleeted by it even to tears, and then aaid, " I ha^a 
not heard anything for yeaza that ao mneh delighted me; b«t, 
after aUfitU nUpoetry,^* 
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personal appeal to our highest consciousness and 
our noblest aspiration, such as we wait for in vain 
in any other poet I Landor, in a letter to Miss 
Holf ord, says admirably of him, ^^ Common minds 
alone can be ignorant what breadth of philos- 
ophy, what energy and intensity of thought, what 
insight into the heart, and what observation of 
nature are requisite for the production of such 
poetry." 

Take from Wordsworth all whidi an honest crit- 
icism cannot but allow, and what is left will show 
how truly great he was. He had no humor, no 
dramatic power, and his temperament was of that 
dry and juiceless quality, that in all his published 
correspondence you shall not find a letter, but only 
essays. If we consider carefully where he was 
most successful, we shall find that it was not so 
much in description of natural scenery, or deline- 
ation of character, as in viyid expression of the 
effect produced by external objects and eyents 
upon his own mind, and of the shape and hue (per- 
haps momentary) which they in turn took from his 
mood or temperament. His finest passages are 
always monologues. He had a fondness for par- 
ticulars, and there are parts of his poems which 
remind us of local histories in the undue relative 
importance given to trivial matters. He was the 
historian of Wordsworthshire. This power of par- 
ticularization (for it is as truly a {M>wer as general- 
ization) is what gives such vigor and greatness to 
single lines and sentiments of Wordsworth, and to 
poems developing a single thought or sentiment. 
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It was this that made him so fond of the sosmet 
That sequestered nook f oioed upon him the limits 
which his fecondily (if I may not say his garrulity) 
was never self-denying enough to impose on itsdf. 
It suits his solitary and meditative temper, and it 
was there that Lamb (an admirable judge of what 
was permanent in literature) liked him best. Its 
narrow bounds, but fourteen paces from end to 
end, turn into a virtue his too common &ult of giv- 
ing undue prominence to every passing emotion. 
He excels in monologue, and the law of the scmnet 
tempers monologue with mercy. In ^^ The Excur- 
sion " we are driven to the subterfuge of a French 
verdict of extenuating circumstances. His mind 
had not that reach and elemental movement of 
Milton's, which, like the trade-wind, gathered to 
itself thoughts and images like stately fleets ixom. 
eveij quarter ; some deep with silks and spicery, 
some brooding over the silent thunders of their bat- 
tailous armaments, but all swept forward in thdr 
destined track, over the long billows of his verse, 
every inch of canvas strained by the unifying breath 
of their common epic impulse. It was an organ 
that Milton mastered, mighty in compass, capaUe 
equally of the trumpet's ardors or the slim deli- 
cacy of the flute, and sometimes it bursts forth in 
great crashes through his prose, as if he touched it 
for solace ru the intervals of his toiL If Words- 
worth sometimes put the trumpet to his lips, yet 
he lays it aside soon and willingly for his appro- 
priate instrument, the pastoral reed. And it is 
not one that grew by any vulgar stream, but that 
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which Apollo breathed through, tending the flocks 
of Admetus, — that which Pan endowed with every 
melody of the visible universe, — the same in which 
the soul of the despairing nymph took refuge and 
gifted with her dual nature, — so that ever and 
anon, amid the notes of human joy or sorrow, there 
comes suddenly a deeper and ahnost awful tone, 
thrilling us into dim consciousness of a forgotten 
divinity. 

Wordsworth's absolute want of humor, while it 
no doubt confirmed his self-confidence by making 
him insensible both to the comical incongruity into 
which he was often led by his earlier theory con- 
cerning the language of poetry and to the not un- 
natural ridicule called forth by it, seems to have 
been indicative of a certain dulness of perception 
in other directions.^ We cannot help feeling that 

^ Nowhore is this dispUyed with more oomio Belf-oomplaoenoy 
dun whtn he thought it needful to zewrite the ballad of Hden of 
Kiramnelf — a poem hardly to be matched in any language for 
awiftnew of morement and savage sinoerity of feeling. Its shud- 
dering co mp res s ion is masterly. 

"Goist be ihe heart ihat ihonght the thought, 
And cnrst the hand that fired the shot, 
When in my arms bnrd Helen dropt, 
That died to snccor me I 

O, think ye not my heart -was sair 

When my lore dropt down and spake na mair ? " 

Compare this with, — 

'* Proud Gordon cannot bear the thoughts 
That through his brain are traTelling, 
And, starting up, to Brace's heart 
He launched a deadly jayelin : 
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the material of his nature was essentially prose, 
which, in his inspired moments, he had the power 
of transmuting, but which, whenever the inspira- 
tion failed or was factitious, remained obstinately 
leaden. The normal condition of many poets would 
seem to approach that temperature to which Words- 
Fair Ellen law it when it oame, 
And, stqoping forth to meet the 9ame, 
Did with her body oover 
The Youth, her ohoeen lotver. 

And Bmoe {a$ soon a$ he had ikUn 

The Gordon) sailed away to Spain, 

And fought with rage inoeasant 

Against the Moorish Cresoent" 
These are sniely the veises of an attorney's deik *' penning a 
stanza when he shoold engroaB." It will be notioed that Woids- 
worth here also departs from his earlier theory of the langoage of 
poetry by sabstitnting a jarelin for a bnUet as less modem and 
familiar. Had he written, — 

^' And Gordon neyer gave a hint, 

But, having somewhat picked his flint, 

Let fly the fatal bullet 

That kiUed that lovely poUet," 
it woold hardly have seemed more like a parody than the rest 
He shows the same insensibility in a note upon the Ancient Mori-- 
ncr in the second edition of the Lyrical BaUadt : '* The poem of 
my friend has indeed great defects ; first, that the principal per- 
son has no distinct character, either in his profession of mariner, 
or as a human being who, having been long under the control of 
supernatural impressions, might be supposed himself to partake 
of something supernatural ; secondly, that he does not act, but is 
continually acted upon ; thirdly, that the events, having no neces- 
sary connection, do not produce each other ; and lastly, that tiie 
imagery is somewhat laboriously accumulated." Here is an in- 
dictment, to be sure, and drawn, plainly enough, by the attoney's 
derk aforenamed. One would think that the strange charm of 
Coleridge's most truly original poems lay in this very fi**aniiTpn- 
tion from the laws of cause and effect. 
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worth's mind could be raised only by the white 
heat of profoundly inward passion. And in pro- 
portion to the intensity needful to make his nature 
thoroughly aglow is the very high qualily of his 
best verses. They seem rather the productions of 
nature than of man, and have the lastingness of 
such, delighting our age with Ae same startle of 
newness and beauty that pleased our youth. Is it 
his thought ? It has the shifting inward lustre of 
diamond. Is it his feeling? It is as delicate as the 
impressions of fossil ferns. He seems to have 
caught and fixed forever in immutable grace the 
most evanescent and intangible of our intuitions, 
the very ripple-marks on the remotest shores of 
being. But this intensity of mood which insures 
high qualily is by its very nature incapable of pro- 
longation, and Wordsworth, in endeavoring it, 
&lls more below himself, and is, more even than 
many poets his inferiors in imaginative quality, a 
poet of passages. Indeed, one cannot help having 
the feeling sometimes that the poem is there for 
the sake of these passages, rather than that these 
are the natural jets and elations of a mind ener^ 
gized by the rapidity of its own motion. In other 
words, the happy couplet or gracious image seems 
not to spring from the inspiration of the poem con- 
ceived as a whole, but rather to have dropped of 
itself into the mind of the poet in one of his ram- 
bles, who then, in a less rapt mood, has patiently 
built up around it a setting of verse too often un- 
graceful in form and of a material whose cheapness 
may cast a doubt on the priceless quality of the 
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^ssDi it encumbers.^ During the most happQy pro- 
dnctiye period of his life, Wordsworth was impft> 
tient of what may be called the mechanical porti<m 
of his art His wife and sister seem frmn the first 
to have been his scribes. In later years, he had 
learned and often insisted on the truth that poetry 
was an art no less than a gift, and corrected his 
poems in cold blood, sometimes to their detriment. 
But he certainly had more of the rision than of the 
faculty divine, and was always a litde numb on the 
side of form and proportion. Perhaps his best 
poem in these respects is the ^' Laodamia," and it 
is not uninstmctiTe to learn from his own lips that 
*^ it cost him more trouble than almost anything of 
equal length he had ever written." His longer 
poems (miscalled epical) have no more intimate 
bond of union than their more or less immediate 
relation to his own personality. Of charactw 
other than his own he had but a faint conception, 
and all the personages of *^ The Excursion " that 
are not Wordsworth are the merest shadows of 
himself upon mist, for his self -concentrated nature 
was incapable of projecting itself into the conscious- 
ness of other men and seeing the springs of action 
at their source in the recesses of individual charac- 
ter. The best parts of these longer poems are 
bursts of impassioned soliloquy, and his fingers were 

^ ** A hnndred times -when, rmng higli and low, 
I haTe been haraaBed with die toil of Tone, 
Mooh pains and little progiesi, and at onoe 
Some lovely Image in the song rose op, 
Foil-formed, like Yenos rising from the sea.'* 

Prelude, Book IV. 
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always ohimsy at the callidajunctura. The stream 
of narration is sluggish, if yaried by times ynOx 
pleasing reflections (viridesqtie pladdo cBqtiore 
sylvai) ; we are foroed to do our own rowing, and 
only when the current is hemmed in by some nar- 
row gorge of the poet's personal consciousness do 
we feel ourselves snatched along on the smooth but 
impetuous rush of unmistakable inspiration. The 
fact that what is precious in Wordsworth's poetry 
was (more truly even than vdth some greater poets 
than he} a gift rather than an achievement should 
always be borne in mind in taking the measure of 
his power. I know not whether to call it height or 
depth, this peculiarity of his, but it certainly en- 
dows those parts of his work which we should dis> 
tinguish as Wordsworthian with an unexpectedness 
and impressiveness of originality such as we feel 
in the presence of Nature herself. He seems to 
have been half conscious of this, and recited his 
own poems to all comers vrith an enthusiasm of 
wondering admiration that would have been pro- 
foundly comic ^ but for its simple sincerity and 
for the fact that William Wordsworth, Esquire, 
of Bydal Mount, was one person, and the William 
Wordsworth whom he so heartily reverenced quite 
another. We recognize two voices in him, as 
Stephano did in Caliban. There are Jeremiah and 

1 Mr. EmezMD tellt ns that he was at fizat tempted to smile, 
and Mr. Ellis Yaniall (who saw him in his eig^itieih year) says, 
*^ These quotations [from his own works] he read in a way that 
mnoh impressed me ; it seemed almost as if he were awed bg the 
greatmee of his own power ^ the giJU with which he had been endowed. " 
(The italios are mine.) 
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his scribe BaradL If the prophet cease from dio- 
tating, the amanuensis, rather than be idle, employs 
his pen in jotting down some anecdotes of his mas- 
ter, how he one day went out and saw an old woman, 
and the next day did not^ and so came home and 
dictated some verses on this ominous phenomenon, 
and how another day he saw a cow. These mar- 
ginal annotations have been carelessly taken up 
into the text, have been religiously held by the 
pious to be orthodox scripture, and by dexterous 
exegesis have been made to yield deeply oracular 
meanings. Presently the real prophet takes up the 
word again and speaks as one divinely inspired, the 
Voice of a higher and invisible power. Words- 
worth's better utterances have the bare sincerity, 
the absolute abstraction from time and place, the 
immunity from decay, that belong to the grand 
simplicities of the Bible. They seem not more Ids 
own than ours and every man's, the word of the 
inalterable Mind. This gift of his was naturally 
very much a matter of temperament, and accord- 
ingly by &r the greater part of his finer product 
belongs to the period of his prime, ere Time had 
set his lumpish foot on the pedal that deadens the 
nerves of animal sensibility.^ He did not grow as 
those poets do in whom the artistic sense is predom- 

^ His best poetry wis written when he was under Ihe hnmedi- 
ste infloence of Coleridge. Coleridge seems to haye felt this, for 
it is eiidenily to Wordsworth that he alludes idien he speaks ol 
" those who have been so well pleased that I should, year after 
year, flow with a hundred nameless rills into their main stream." 
(Xetfen, Conversations, and Recollections of 8. T, C., toL L pp. 
5-6.) *' Wordswordi found fault with the repetition of the com- 
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inant. One of the most delightfal fonoies of the 
G^eneyese hnmorist, Toepffer, is the poet Albert, 
who, haying had his portrait drawn by a highly 
idealizing hand, does his best afterwards to look 
like it. Many of Wordsworth's later poems seem 
like rather nnsuooessfol efforts to resemble his for- 
mer self. They wonld never, as Sir John Harring- 
ton says of poetry, *^ keep a child from play and an 
old man from the ohimney-comer." ^ 

C^ef Justice Marshall once blandly intermpted 
a junior counsel who was arguing certain obvi- 
oos points of law at needless length, by saying, 
^Brother Jones, there are some things which a 
Supreme Court of the United States sitting in 
equity may be presumed to know." Wordsworth 
has this &ult of enforcing and restating obvious 
points till the reader f eek as if his own intelligence 
were somewhat underrated. He is over-conscien- 
tious in giving us full measure, and once profoundly 
absorbed in the sound of his own voice, he knows 
not when to stop. If he feel himself flagging, he 
has a droll way of keeping the floor, as it were, by 
asking himself a series of questions sometimes not 

elndii^ found of tlie p ftieiplei in Shakefpottie's line aboiit beet: 

* Tlie mffaag mafoos building roo& of gold.' 

Thii, he said, was a line that Milton nerer woold hare written. 
EeatB thonght, on the other hand, that the repetition was in har- 
mony with the oontinned note of the singers." (Leigh Hnnfs 
AvtMo^rapky) Wordsworth writes to Crabb Robinson in 1887, 
*' My ear is snsceptible to the elashing of sounds almost to dis- 
ease." One cannot help thinhing that his training in these nice- 
ties was began by Coleridge. 
^ In the Pkefaoe to his translation of the Orlando Furio§o. 
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needing, and often incapable of answer. There are 
three stancas of soch near the doBe of the First 
IHfft of '' Peter Bell,'' where Peter first catches a 
glimpse of the dead body in the water, all happily 
incongnums, and ending with one which reaches 
the height of comicality : — 

"Is h a fiend tiiat to a stiJn 
Of fire hk dMpttiito Mlf ii tediMiff ? 
Or ttiibboni wfSaaX doomed to jail, 
In eolitary waid or cell, 
Ten thonaand milee from all hk bretlifen ? " 

The same want of humor which made him insensi- 
ble to incongruity may perhaps account also for the 
singular unconsciousness of disproportion which so 
often strikes us in his poetry. For example, a little 
farther on in " Peter Bell " we find : — 

* * Now — like a tempert-ehattered bark 
That OTerwhelmed and prostrate lies, 
And in a moment to the verge 
Is lifted of a foaming surge — 
Fan suddenly the Ass doth rise I " 

And one cannot help thinking that the similes of 
the huge stone, the searbeast, and the doud, noble 
as they are in themsdves, are somewhat too lofty 
for the service to which they are put.^ 

The movement of Wordsworth's mind was too 
slow and his mood too meditative for narrative 
poetry. He values his own thoughts and reflections 
too much to sacrifice the least of them to the inter- 
ests of his story. Moreover, it is never action that 
interests him, but the subtle motives that lead to or 
hinder it. " The Wagoner ** involuntarily suggests 
^ In Be$olvti<m and Independefuce. 
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a comparison with ^* Tarn O'Shanter " inflnitelj to 
its own disadvantage. ** Peter Bell," full though 
it be of profound touches and subtle analysis, is 
lumbering and disjointed. Even Lamb was forced 
to confess that he did not like it. ^^The White 
Doe," the most Wordsworthian of ihem all in the 
best meaning of the epithet, is also only the more 
truly so for being diffuse and reluctant. What 
charms in Wordsworth and will charm f oreyer is 
the 

**" Happy tone 
Of meditation slipping in between 
The beauty coming and the beauty gone.*' 

A few poets, in the exquisite adaptation of their 
words to the tune of our own feelings and fancies, 
in the charm of their manner, indefinable as the 
sympathetic grace of woman, are everything to us 
without our being able to say that they are much 
in themselves. They rather narcotize than fortify. 
Wordsworth must subject our mood to his own be- 
fore he admits us to his intimacy ; but, once admit- 
ted, it is for life, and we find ourselves in his debt, 
not for what he has been to us in our hours of 
relaxation, but for what he has done for us as a 
reinforcement of faltering purpose and personal 
independence of character. His system of a Na- 
ture-cure, first professed by Dr. Jean Jacques and 
continued by Cowper, certainly breaks down as a 
whole. The Solitary of ** The Excursion," who has 
not been cured of his scepticism by living among 
the medicinal mountains, is, so far as we can see, 
equally proof against the lectures of Pedler and 
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Panon. Wordswortih apparently felt that thif 
would be so, and acooidinglj nerer saw Iub way 
dear to finishing the poem. But the treatment, 
whether a panacea or not, is certainly wholesome, 
inasmuch as it inculcates abstinence, exercise, and 
uncontaminate air. I am not sure, indeed, that the 
Nature-cure theory does not tend to foster in con- 
stitutions less vigorous than Wordsworih*s what 
Milton would call a fugitive and cloistered virtue 
at a dear expense of manlier qualities. The an- 
cients and our own Elizabethans, ere spiritual me- 
grims had become fashionable, perhaps made more 
out of life by taking a frank delight in its action 
and passion and by grappling widi the facts of this 
world, rather than muddling themselves over the 
insoluble problems of another. If they had not 
discovered the picturesque, as we understand it, 
they found surprisingly fine scenery in man and his 
destiny, and would have seen something ludicrous, 
it may be suspected, in the spectacle of a grown 
man running to hide his head in the apron of the 
Mighty Mother whenever he had an ache in his 
finger or got a bruise in the tussle for existence. 

But when, as I have said, our impartiality has 
made all those qualifications and deductions against 
which even the greatest poet may not plead his 
privilege, what is left to Wordsworth is enough 
to justify his &me. Even where his genius is 
wrapped in douds, the unconquerable lightning of 
imagination struggles through, flashing out unex- 
pected vistas, and illuminating the humdrum path- 
way of our daily thought with a radiance of mo- 
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mentary oonsdoiianess that seems like a rerelation. 
If it be the most delightful function of the poet to 
set our lives to music, yet perhaps he will be even 
more sure of our maturer gratitude if he do his 
part also as moralist and philosopher to purify and 
enlighten ; if he define and encourage our vacilla- 
ting perceptions of duty ; if he piece together our 
fragmentary apprehensions of our own life and that 
larger life whose tmconscious instruments we are, 
making of the jimibled bits of our dissected map of 
experience a coherent chart In the great poets 
there is an exquisite sensibility both of soul and 
sense that sympathizes like gossamer sea-moss vrith 
every movement of the element in which it floats, 
but which is rooted on the solid rock of our com- 
mon sympathies. Wordsworth shows less of this 
finer feminine fibre of organization than one or two 
of his contemporaries, notably than Coleridge or 
Shelley; but he was a masculine thinker, and in 
his more characteristic poems there is always a 
kernel of firm conclusion from far-reaching princi- 
ples that stimulates thought and challenges medi- 
tation. Groping in the dark passages of life, we 
come upon some axiom of his, as it were a wall 
that gives us our bearings and enables us to find 
an outlet. Compared with Groethe we feel that he 
lacks that serene impartiality of mind which results 
from breadth of culture; nay, he seems narrow, in- 
sular, almost provincial. He reminds us of those 
saints of Dante who gather brightness by revolving 
on their own axis. But through this very limitation 
of range he gains perhaps in intensity and the im- 
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pressrranefls which results from eagerness ol per* 
sonal OQnYiotkm. If we read WordsworUi throogh, 
as I ha^e just done, we find onrselyes diangiBg 
our mind abont him at every other page, so nnevoi 
is he. If we read oar &vorite poons or passages 
only, he will seem uniformly great And even 
as r^ards ^^ The Excursion " we should remember 
how few long poems will bear consecutive reading. 
For my part I know of but <Hie, — the O^ssey. 

None of our great poets can be called popular in 
any exact sense of the word, for the highest poetry 
deals with thoughts and emotions which inhabit, 
like rarest sea-mosses, the doubtful limits of that 
shore between our abiding divine and our fluctnar 
ting human nature, rooted in the one, but living in 
the other, seldom laid bare, and otherwise visible 
only at exceptional moments of entire calm and 
deamess. Of no other poet except Shakespeare 
haye so many phrases become household words as 
of Wordsworth. If Pope has made current more 
epigrams of worldly wisdom, to Wordsworth be- 
longs the nobler praise of having defined for us, 
and given us for a daily possession, those faint and 
vague suggestions of other-worldliness of whose 
gentle ministry with our baser nature the hurry 
and bustle of life scarcely ever allowed us to be 
conscious. He has won for himself a secure im- 
mortality by a depth of intuition which makes only 
the best minds at their best hours worthy, or indeed 
capable, of his companionship, and by a homely 
sincerity of human sympathy which reaches the 
humblest heart Our language owes him gratitude 
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for the habitual purity and abstineiioe of hiB style, 
and we who speak it, for having emboldened us to 
take delight in simple things, and to trust ourselves 
to our own instincts. And he hath his reward. It 
needs not to bid 

'* Benowned Spenter, lie a dioiiglit more nigli 
To learned CSunioer, and me Beanmond lie 
A litde neaier Spenser " ; 

for there is no fear of crowding in that little soci- 
ety with whom he is now enrolled as fifth in the 
succession of the great English Poets. 
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